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ABSTRACT 


The purpose of this project was to design and implement a workshop for Vibrant 
Parish Life (VPL) Coordinating Teams that fosters “Communion - growing together in 
Christ”, bringing together prayer, process, and planning. This project explores the 
theological and sociological dimensions of communion as integrated within the parish 
assessment process, through a diocesan initiative of renewal and dialog called Vibrant 
Parish Life. Specifically, this project is a descriptive study on how communion is best 
fostered in our parish communities through spiritual discernment and principle-centered 
leadership. 

The pastoral project integrates the ecclesial dimension of communion and 
discernment with the secular practices of change and principle-centered leadership. Also 
the project helps to make explicit the theology and ecclesiology that underpins the VPL 
pastoral letter, which may be helpful for other dioceses seeking to replicate the process. 
While the context of this project was a diocesan-wide initiative embodied in local 
parishes, the practices which this paper describes can also be used in parish settings 
without the construct of a diocesan-wide initiative like VPL. 

In order to study the relationship between communion and discernment through 
principle-centered leadership , the researcher participated in the implementation of the 
VPL process as a member of the VPL Task Force. Specific responsibility included 
coordination of a workshop entitled “Making Sense of What You Have Heard”, which 
enabled parishes in the Diocese of Cleveland to complete a self-study of parish areas of 
vibrancy and challenge, with possible areas of collaboration. These results were collected 
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into a Composite Summary that was then shared with other parishes in each district. Of 
particular interest for this explorative analysis was how each parish developed and 
sustained communion throughout their self-assessment. 

The results of this project are organized into the three areas of study. A common 
thread throughout the research for the paper and the evaluation observations is a need for 
vision, and a process to bring that vision about. Results indicated discernment was sensed 
when participants were attentive to the wisdom of the people, when the setting was 
prayerful, and when members were open to the work of the Holy Spirit. When consensus 
was reached through discernment, there was a sense of peace, energy, and hope. We give 
witness to communion in a process that is itself vibrant, one that encourages the faith life 
of our people and ministers. This model is best visualized not as a straight line, but rather 
as a spiral, where qualities of communion and discernment are visible but never fully 
realized. This embodies the Reign of God: already present but not yet. As we effectively 
used discernment, guided by principle-centered leadership, communion among the 
members of the VPL coordinating teams and, in fact, communion among parish members 


was achieved. 
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CHAPTER ONE: Introduction, Aims and Significance 


Context of the Project 

This project explores the theological and sociological dimensions of communion as 
integrated within the parish assessment process, through a diocesan initiative of renewal 
and dialog called Vibrant Parish Life (VPL). The purpose of this project was to design 
and implement a workshop for VPL Coordinating Teams that fosters “Communion - 
growing together in Christ” 1 , bringing together prayer, process, and planning. 
Specifically, my project is a descriptive study on how communion is best fostered in our 
parish communities through spiritual discernment and principle-centered leadership. 

Communion is the first conviction of Bishop Pilla’s Vibrant Parish Life Pastoral 
Letter, and is the context of this descriptive study. In spiritual discernment, prayer and 
process meet, which leads to establishing a plan so that a parish community can grow 
together in Christ and know the communion to which they are called. The quality of 
leadership is an essential component to fostering communion through discernment. The 
bishop is very clear in his pastoral letter that the VPL process should model the principles 
of collaboration, consensus and listening, with the desired outcome of communion for the 
parish: 


I want the process that we use for developing ways of better sharing our resources 
and personnel to have the same qualities as the goal we are seeking to achieve. I 
believe that our efforts ... must be guided by process that itself is vibrant, one that 
‘builds up’ the experience of parish life for the people and the ministers. My hope 
that this process, for those who enter it sincerely, ... must encourage the faith life of 
the persons most directly affected. It demands that love of Christ, a charity beyond 
all telling, willingness for compromise and sacrifice, and a fidelity to the Gospel and 


‘Communion, a concept discussed throughout this paper, is defined as it is used in the 
document Vibrant Parish Life - a Diocesan pastoral promulgated by the Most Reverend 
Anthony M. Pilla, Bishop of Cleveland (January, 2001). 
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the Church. 2 

While this project does not critique the pastoral letter, nor assess the method of 
implementation by the VPL Task Force, it does highlight and display the “best-practices” 
of bringing about communion. The pastoral dimension of this project presents successful 
strategies in bringing about communion - as a common understanding of mission and 
ministry, which leads to a unified effort among a parish congregation, staff, and 
leadership. 

Initial Aims of the Project 

In order to study the relationship between communion and discernment through 
principle-centered leadership, the researcher participated in the implementation process 
of VPL as a member of the VPL Task Force. Specific responsibility included 
coordination of a workshop entitled “Making Sense of What You Have Heard”, which 
enabled parishes in the Diocese of Cleveland to complete a self-study of parish strengths, 
areas of vibrancy and challenge, with possible areas of collaboration. These results were 
collected into a Composite Summary that was then shared with other parishes in their 
district. Of particular interest for this explorative analysis was how each parish 
developed and sustained communion throughout their self-assessment. For example, 
what role did prayer and faith-sharing play in this process? How was information 
gathered and shared? Was there a discernment model utilized within these parishes for 
collecting data from the community? Did pastoral leaders and members of the faith 
community involved in this process listen to each other? Finally, how was the 
information that was collected for the composite summary promulgated to the 


2 VPL pastoral letter, 4. 
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community? Did all those who participated have an experience of being “built-up”? 3 
These questions played an important part in the process because they modeled both an 
ecclesiology and good pastoring for church leadership today. 

Theological Underpinnings Supporting the Project 

Communion is at the very heart of who we are as a Christian people. The first step of 
the process of being in communion is our baptism. Baptism establishes our fundamental 
relationship with God. When we are baptized we are called God’s children. Baptism has 
two underlying purposes: to remove original sinfulness, and to establish a bond of 
“belonging” to the rest of the baptized, the people of God, the Church. Through this 
restoration of communion with God through communion with one another, we find 
sanctification and salvation. 4 

The same theology present with infants is reiterated in the text of the Christian 
Initiation of Adults, where it says “baptism is the sacrament by which its recipients are 
incorporated into the Church and are built up together in the Spirit into a house where 
God lives, into a holy nation and a royal priesthood.” 5 Through our baptism and 
confirmation we are led to full communion, becoming fully initiated members of the 
Body and Blood of Christ. It is in this faith community that we discover the communion 
that Bishop Pilla describes: “Communion - growing together in Christ.” 

Communion can never be coerced. It is freely given as a gift by God, accepted by the 

3 Ibid. Bishop Pilla describes the process as one that “builds up the experience of parish 
life for the people and the ministers.” 

4 United States Catholic Conference of Bishops, Rite of Baptism for Children, 

(Washington, DC: United States Catholic Conference, Inc., 1970), 8. 

^United States Catholic Conference of Bishops, Rite of Christian Initiation of Adults, 

(New York, NY: Catholic Book Publishing Co., 1988), paragraph 4. 
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Christian, and then lived by serving one another. Because communion or community can 
never be forced, needing to be freely chosen, a process of formation and conversion is 
best suited to achieve the outcome of communion. The use of spiritual discernment best 
accommodates the formative nature of communion. This project is a reflection on the 
importance of, and relationship between, communal prayer, the process of implementing 
a parish self-study, and the final planning that study takes (completion of a Composite 
Summary) as a model of discernment within parish communities. 

Bishop Pilla quotes John 10:10, “I came so that they may have life, and have it more 
abundantly.” This abundant life is life in Christ, which missions us forth to love and 
serve the Lord. 

Ministerial Context 

As a co-pastor on a pastoral team of a very large parish, the researcher knows first¬ 
hand how scarce ministerial resources can be in a parish. The pastoral team and staff try 
their best to enliven the Gospel message to a rather large assembly. Pastoral leaders are 
often confronted with the reality that they cannot do all the things that they would like 
because they do not have enough staff, volunteers’ time, or money. Part of the 
responsibility of a pastoral team is to put to best use the available resources. In order to 
determine “best-use”, the parish, including the laity and leadership, need to engage in a 
process of pastoral planning. 

At the heart of planning for this researcher, pastoral or otherwise, is a concept learned 
from Stephen Covey’s book: 7 Habits of Highly Effective People. The goal of good 
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planning is effectiveness. 6 What is done as an individual, or pastoral team, or staff as a 
group, needs to be effective. How do we best enliven the Gospel to form Disciples of 
Christ? Are the common practices of the church the most effective ways to form 
Christian Disciples who live the Gospel? At the heart of effectiveness is the good use of 
resources. 

In the early 1990's, our Diocese undertook a planning initiative called “Visions and 
Goals”. The researcher participated in this process. The Visions and Goals process tried 
to establish “norms” for parish life. The vision of the process described the living of the 
Gospel in these five primary ways: Celebrating, Evangelizing, Caring, Teaching, and 
Participating. The Visions and Goals process asked us to consider these categories as a 
framework to live the Gospel in our parishes, and then to set goals on how best our parish 
communities can celebrate, evangelize, care, teach and participate. At the same time, 
parish pastoral councils were being established and formed. The parish pastoral council 
as a visionary group was asked to empower others, forming commissions to foster these 
activities in parishes in the diocese. For parishes who entered into this process, “Visions 
and Goals” offered a very tangible and concrete road map for parish life. (See Appendix 
B for other planning initiatives in the Diocese of Cleveland.) 

The VPL Initiative by Bishop Pilla was the next logical step in helping parishes 
address the realities and needs, both positive and negative, of the changes in parish life. 

He says: 

As I look to the future I see our challenge to be finding a balance between these 
very real needs, and the gifts and resources available to meet them. Finding such 

6 Stephen R. Covey, The Seven Habits of Highly Effective People: Powerful Lessons in 
Personal Change. (New York, NY: Fireside, 1990), 52. 
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balance requires discernment. Discernment is a gift given to the Church so that 

God’s will might be discovered in the midst of concrete, daily reality. 

Discernment is needed today for us to faithfully meet the present challenges as we 
plan for the future of parish life. 7 

The researcher agrees that we need to have a proactive vision for our future if we, the 
Church, are to be a vibrant source of life. 

Description of the Project 

The project “Making Sense of What You Have Heard” is intended to assist parishes 
in completing their Composite Summary, which is the outcome and fruit of a parish’s 
self-study process. It is important to understand the components of the self-study 
process, leading to the project workshop of “Making Sense of What You Have Heard”. 
Through this workshop, the summary document called the Composite Summary is 
completed. 

The VPL process challenges parishes to the tasks of discernment, self-study, and 
growth: 


Discover and proclaim what most gives life in your parish. Identify your best 
resources and your greatest examples of vibrancy. Discern those areas where you 
hope to enhance parish vitality. 8 

In “Prayer and Discernment for the Composite Summary”, the VPL Task Force 
presents an overview of the process, which itself is intended to foster the same vibrancy 
and spirit as the outcome. 9 In order to establish an effective pastoral plan or to 
collaborate with another parish, there is a need for comprehensive self-study, evaluation, 
and assessment of one’s parish. Characteristics of the self-study process include a spirit 


VPL pastoral letter, 2. 

S VPL pastoral letter, 7. 

9 Vibrant Parish Life Task Force, Vibrant Parish Life Self-Study Resources, (Cleveland, 
OH, 2002), Chapter 2. 
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of discernment, in which all persons in the process are open to the working of the Holy 
Spirit, and an experience of communion: growing together in Christ. One size does not 
fit all. Each parish determines its own self-study plan, in keeping with what is best for 
itself. 

Outcomes desired from the self-study include: a greater understanding of how God is 
at work in the parish; completion of a parish listening process; and assessment of parish 
ministries, staffing, demographics, facilities, and finances. This assessment, using 
provided resources, leads to reflection and prayer about the results of the self-study. 

Open to the guidance of the Spirit and using the results of the self-study, those involved 
in the process identify: 

• Areas of parish vibrancy 

• Areas where the parish would like to enhance vibrancy 

• Ideas for how the parish might work to enhance vibrancy internally 

• Areas of ministry where the parish is interested in cooperating with other parishes 
to better serve people 

• A summary of the above work for dialogue with other parishes 

To be effective, the self-study process must include prayer and spiritual discernment 
throughout. Discernment is based upon an understanding that the mission of the Church 
is to participate in the mission and activity of God. Discernment by parish leadership 
groups must be a communal process open to the parish community, since the benefits of 
discernment can only be gained through participation in that practice. The more the 
Church participates in the practice of discernment, the more it is empowered to engage in 
the discernment process - and ultimately in the mission of God - in fresh and creative 
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ways. Discernment demands prayer, insight, listening, and surrender to God’s will. 

The vibrancy for which parishes strive is rooted in, and reflective of, the Reign of 
God as preached, revealed, and unfolded in the ministry of Jesus. Ultimately it is this 
Reign of God which ought to be the measure of vibrancy and its determining influence. 
This means that all the surveys we do, all the listening processes in which we engage, and 
all the data about parish life which we accumulate, will have to be examined in this larger 
mystery. 

Although the VPL self-study process provides tools to assess parish vibrancy, the 
intent is to use discernment to understand and bring about the Reign of God. There is a 
difference between accumulating and interpreting data according to the legitimate 
workings of the social sciences, and utilizing that data in process of discernment. 
Discernment is the disciplined and honest attempt to discover what God is doing in our 
parish and what God’s will is for our parish. Discernment subjects our biases, 
preferences, and convictions to scrutiny. 

Just because a survey or listening process indicates an individual’s or a parish’s 
priorities and preferences, those priorities and preferences must themselves be examined 
in the light of the Reign of God as it is unfolding in this time and place. We must be 
aware of our own biases, and compare them with the experience of other parishioners, the 
historical experience of our parish, the current needs of our parish and wider community, 
and the vision of the church and parish articulated in the VPL process. Ultimately, it is 
the voice of God for which we listen and to which we must hearken in all we do. 

As stated earlier in this chapter, this project incorporated design and implementation 
of a workshop for VPL Coordinating Teams that fosters “Communion - growing together 
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in Christ” 10 . This communion is fostered by spiritual discernment, through principle- 
centered leadership, bringing together prayer, process, and planning. The design and 
implementation of the workshop itself was a collaborative effort, fostering communion 
among the planners and presenters. The workshop reinforces the First Conviction of 
Bishop Pilla’s VPL Pastoral. 

The 2-1/2 hour workshop consists of six components: 

• Prayer 

• Introductory Principles from the VPL Pastoral Letter 

• Building Blocks to Completing the Composite Summary 

• Composite Summary Meeting Agenda 

• Next Steps to the Composite Summary 

• Principles and Skills for Meeting Leaders/Facilitators 

Prayer used in the workshop was modeled after the kind of prayer one could use in a 
discernment process, which leads to a discussion of discernment. An introduction to the 
principles of the VPL Pastoral Letter includes Making Sense of Information, 
Discernment, Collaboration, Consensus, and Openness to the Will of God. " Building 
blocks to completing the Composite Summary include Preparation, Listening, and 
Sharing Findings Along the Way. Emphasis is placed on building consensus. 

The Composite Summary meeting is where prayer, process, and planning meet. The 
workshop assists VPL Coordinating Teams to make sense of the Assessments, Listening 
Sessions, and Ministry Evaluations that result from the self-study. The workshop then 

"’Communion as defined and used in Bishop Pilla’s Vibrant Parish Life pastoral. 
n See “Making Sense of What You Have Heard” workshop agenda, Appendix C. 
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discusses how the plans resulting from the Composite Summary meeting are used in the 
Confab and future collaboration. Finally, the workshop addresses the desired qualities of 
the meeting leaders and facilitators. Emphasis is placed on the importance of the process, 
and how it is intended to model the same qualities of vibrancy as the desired outcome of 
the VPL initiative. Discussion topics include Key Sensitivities, Reaching Consensus, and 
How To Decide on the Use of an Outside Facilitator. The workshop is concluded with 
opportunity for questions, prayer, and fellowship. 

Methodology and Assessment 

Methodology for the study includes evaluations of workshops and interviews of 
members of the VPL Task Force and four focus parishes. The Appreciative Inquiry 
Method 12 is used, which probes “life-giving” components of the process so as to build on 
best practices. The study is also exploratory and descriptive, looking for levels and 
qualities of discernment that perhaps created and shaped faith communities’ growth in 
communion. 

A number of questions were investigated with this project. At the end of the 
workshop, participants were asked to respond to two questions. The first addressed the 
parts of the workshop that participants found to be most helpful in preparing to conduct 
their Composite Summary. The second question sought suggestions that would make 
future workshops more helpful to parish leaders. 

The VPL Task Force and Focus Group Parishes were asked six Appreciative Inquiry 

l2 Susan Star Paddock, Appreciative Inquiry in the Catholic Church, (Plano, TX: Thin 
Book Publishing Co., 2003). 
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Questions. 13 The first was a question regarding beginnings. The researcher asked, “To 
start, I would like you to try to recall your experience when we began the Vibrant Parish 
Life process in the winter of 2001. What were your initial excitements and impressions 
about this process and its potential impact upon your parish?” The second question 
queried the most life-giving experience - a best moment or high point. The question 
asked the participant, “Looking at your entire experience of the Vibrant Parish Life 
process, can you recall a time when you felt most alive, most proud and committed, most 
enthusiastic about what was happening? Tell the story of what made this such a fulfilling 
moment. What was it about you and others that made it so?” 

The third question attempts to ascertain moments when individuals had an experience 
of communion: growing together in Christ. The researcher reminds the participant that 
communion is the first conviction of Bishop Pilla's Pastoral Letter. “Communio” 
happens by “living the truth in love...growing in every way into Christ... building up the 
body up in love.”" We give witness to Communion in a process that is itself vibrant, one 
that encourages the faith life of our people and ministers. The question asks, “As your 
parish went through the steps of Education, Ritual, and Self-Study, recall one or two 
times when you truly felt a deeper sense of communion with and among people. What 
did people say or do that inspired a sense of parishioners ‘growing in communion’ with 
each other?” 

The fourth question asks the participants to examine how the use of discernment 
fostered communion. In this instance, discernment is simply defined as discovering 

"Evaluation questions and a summary of responses are presented in Chapter Four. 

"VPL pastoral letter, 4. 
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God's will. Discernment is also a gift given to the Church so that God’s will might be 
discovered in the midst of concrete, daily reality. It is a process of prayer and reflection 
that helps us to be aware of not only what we should be doing, but also of what God 
wants us to be doing. The Holy Spirit leads us to see new ways and to find new 
opportunities for living the mission of Jesus in our times. Discernment is the best way for 
us to foster growing in communion with Christ. The question then proceeds by asking, 
“Looking back at your own experience of VPL, particularly in the parish, recall a time 
when you observed the powerful gift of discernment. What were the signs and qualities 
of discernment at work in people’s lives?” 

The fifth question probes processes based in principle-centered leadership. 

Consensus, collaboration, and communion are all paths to a common understanding of 
our areas of vibrancy - what is life-giving in our parish. They move us to see how the life 
and ministry which we cherish can be deepened and enhanced. This common 
understanding leads to “unity” - a cohesive effort among parish people and leaders that 
empowers the movement forward into growth and change. The participant is then asked 
to describe an event or experience in the VPL process that inspired him/her with the 
sense that something truly “unifying” was bringing people together in the parish. “What 
did people say or do that brought forth this spirit of unity?” 

Lastly, the Appreciative Inquiry seeks a future hope. “Looking to the future, if you 
could imagine or transform your parish to enhance the experience of ‘communion’ in a 
wonderful way, what would you do?” The answers and themes developed from the 
future hopes of the participants may lead the initiative in a particular direction. Armed 
with the information gathered during this program of study, along with the results of the 



Appreciative Inquiry, the researcher is challenged to make recommendations of 4t what 
worked” and a “preferred future”. 



CHAPTER TWO: Theoretical Overview 


Introduction 

Chapter One introduced the context and aims of this project. “Making Sense of What 
You Have Heard” is intended to assist parishes in compiling the information gathered 
through a process of self-assessment called Vibrant Parish Life. VPL brings together 
prayer, process, and planning, to foster communion. The introductory chapter also 
provides an overview of the methodology used in this project, and investigates the 
question of whether communion is fostered by spiritual discernment through principle- 
centered leadership. 

The intent of this paper is not to just report on a process, but how that process evolved 
and developed. This theoretical chapter includes: 1) an historical context and 
foundational concepts of the pastoral letter, 2) an overview of the theology of 
communion, 3) an exploration of discernment, and 4) a look at how communion and 
discernment are both achieved through principle-centered leadership. 

The theme of leadership is explored as leadership rooted in vision, and leadership in 
the midst of change. Writings of Spenser Johnson and Stephen Covey serve as the 
framework for reflection on leadership. As part of this paper, the introduction reviews the 
Vatican II documents that describe the church’s life and mission, and explores the revised 
Code of Canon Law, as it applies to this project. See Appendix B for an historical survey 
and summary of the Cleveland diocesan planning initiatives leading up to the VPL 
pastoral letter. 
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Historical Context and Foundational Concepts of the Pastoral Letter 

Often papers of this nature are written within a context, but do not specifically reflect 
on the historical and ecclesial setting. In his pastoral letter, Bishop Pilla made references 
to a journey, but did not include details of the diocesan planning initiatives leading up to 
Vibrant Parish Life: 

These are not my first words regarding the future of parish ministry in our 
Diocese. Rather, this reflection summarizes my thoughts about a conversation that has 
been going on for years. This conversation developed against the backdrop of many 
positive developments as well as serious challenges that evolved over the last thirty 
years. These years have witnessed the positive growth brought about by the Second 
Vatican council, the renewal of our liturgical life, the expansion of ministries and the 
renewal of our proclamation of the Good News in an effort to evangelize the modern 
world. 15 

The context for Bishop Pilla’s pastoral letter leads the reader to a better understanding 
of the project “Making Sense of What You Have Heard”. The project, culmination of a 
year of self-study, is based on three themes: Communion, Discernment, and Leadership. 
Communion brings together prayer and process, which is embraced in the practice of 
discernment. The quality of leadership is an essential component to fostering communion 
through discernment. The discernment theme explores the biblical and historical 
tradition, which are core factors to the practice of discernment. Also, a key component of 
discernment is that it always occurs in community. The community is larger than the 
group gathered for discernment, and includes all of the faithful, embodied in the tradition 
of the church. 

The Second Vatican Council is at the heart of the church’s renewal in the twentieth 


13 VPL pastoral letter, 1. 
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century. It would be difficult to overstate its significance. The researcher cannot give a 
complete overview or summary of the documents produced by this council, nor examine 
the extent of their influence within the scope of this project. However, two documents 
resulting from the Second Vatican Council are important to our understanding of the VPL 
initiative. These are Lumen Gentium, or Dogmatic Constitution on the Church, 
promulgated in November of 1964, and Apostolicam Actuositatem, or the Decree on the 
Apostolate of Lay People, promulgated the following year. 16 While there are no specific 
references to these documents in the VPL pastoral, the following overview of them 
reveals many images common to Vatican II and the VPL pastoral. 

The first chapter of Lumen Gentium addresses God’s self-communication to 
humanity. God communicates with people most profoundly in and through the person of 
Christ. The beginning of Lumen Gentium articulates the intangible, symbolic nature of the 
church in Christ: 

Christ is the light of the nations and consequently this holy synod, gathered together 
in the Holy Spirit, ardently desires to bring to all humanity that light of Christ which 
is resplendent on the face of the church, by proclaiming his Gospel to every creature 
(cf. Mk. 16:15). Since the Church, in Christ, is a sacrament--a sign and instrument, 
that is, of communion with God and of the unity of the entire human race-it here 
purposes, for the benefit of the faithful and of the entire world, to describe more 
clearly, and in the tradition laid down by earlier Council, its own nature and universal 
mission. The present situation lends greater urgency to this duty of the Church; so that 
all people, who nowadays are drawn ever more closely together by social, technical 
and cultural bonds, may achieve full unity in Christ. 17 


[6 Lumen Gentium was promulgated on November 21, 1964. Apostolicam Actuositatem 
was promulgated on November 18, 1965. 

' Austin Flannery, O.P. (General editor), Vatican Council II: Constitutions, Decrees, 
Declarations, (Northport, NY: Costello Publishing Company, 1996), Lumen Gentium, 
paragraph 1. 
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One sees many of the central images contained in the VPL pastoral: Church, growing 
together in Christ; sacrament as sign and instrument, through which we are in communion 
with God; and unity among all people. The document goes on to discuss the Trinity: 
Father, Son, and Spirit, and concludes its introductory considerations by saying the 
church is seen to be “a people made one by the unity of the Father, the Son and the Holy 
Spirit”. 18 

In section seven, Lumen Gentium states: 

In this body [The Church] the life of Christ is communicated to those who believe 
and who, through the sacraments, are united in a hidden and real way to Christ in his 
passion and glorification. Through baptism we are formed in the likeness of Christ. 
“For in one spirt we were all baptized into one body.” (1 Cor. 12:13) 19 

The second chapter of Lumen Gentium discusses the people of God. It recalls text 

from the baptismal liturgy, namely, that “those who believe in Christ, who are reborn, 

...are finally established as ‘a chosen race, a royal priesthood, a holy nation . . . who in 

times past were not a people, but now are the People of God’ (1 Pet. 2:9-10)”. 20 This 

establishes our Christian identity of who we are [a chosen race, a royal priesthood, a holy 

nation] and whose we are [a People of God]. Paragraph 11 reflects the council’s 

understanding of the intimate connection between the sacraments of Baptism, 

Confirmation, and Eucharist: 

The sacred character and organic structure of the priestly community are brought 
into being through the sacraments and the virtues. Incorporated into the Church by 


l8 Ibid., paragraph 4. 
l9 Ibid, paragraph 7. 
20 Ibid., paragraph 9. 
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Baptism, the faithful are appointed by their baptismal character to Christian religious 
worship; reborn as sons and daughters of God, they must profess publicly the faith 
they have received from God through the Church. By the sacrament of Confirmation 
they are more perfectly bound to the Church and are endowed with the special 
strength of the Holy Spirit. Hence, as true witnesses of Christ, they are more strictly 
obliged both to spread and to defend the faith by word and deed. 

Taking part in the Eucharistic sacrifice, the source and summit of the Christian life, 
they offer the divine victim to God and themselves along with him. And so it is that, 
both in the offering and in Holy Communion, in their separate ways, though not of 
course indiscriminately, all have their own part to play in the liturgical action. Then, 
strengthened by the body of Christ in the Eucharistic communion, they manifest in a 
concrete way that unity of the People of God which this most holy sacrament aptly 
signifies and admirably realizes. 21 

Our celebration of these sacraments calls to mind that we are part of a kingdom whose 
nature is primarily heavenly, yet we are still intimately connected in communion on earth 
with each other through the power of the Holy Spirit. 

Further, Lumen Gentium describes a hierarchy that exists to serve the Church, 
distinguishing different roles. 

In order to ensure that the People of God would have pastors and would enjoy 
continual growth, Christ the Lord set up in his Church a variety of offices whose aim 
is the good of the whole body. Ministers ... are at the service of their brothers and 
sisters, so that all who belong to the People of God, and therefore enjoy true Christian 
dignity,... may attain to salvation through their free, combined and well ordered 
efforts in pursuit of a common goal. 22 

The church recognizes the importance of leadership in guiding the People of God towards 
a common goal. The laity particpate in the mission of serving the kingdom. This is 
echoed in Apostolicam Actuositatem, 

In the Church there is a diversity of ministry but unity of mission. ... Lay people, 


2 ‘Ibid., paragraph 11. 
22 Ibid., paragraph 18. 
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too, sharing in the priestly, prophetic, and kingly office of Christ, play their part int 
the mission of the whole people of God in the Church and in the world. 23 

Therefore, one of the roles of leadership is to support the laity. 

Bishop Pilla, in his VPL pastoral, asserts four convictions, which emphasize the 

importance of the laity’s involvement in the life of the church . The first is that any 

process used for sharing resources and personnel must be an experience of working 

together. The bishop used the word “communion” to speak of that unity. The second 

conviction is that any solution discerned must come from, and be embraced willingly by, 

the laity. This is supported in Apostolicam Actuositatem : 

The Holy Spirit sanctifies the people of God through the ministry and the 
sacraments and, for the exercise of the apostolate, gives the faithful special gifts 
besides (see 1 Cor 12:7), “allotting them to each just as the Spirit chooses” (1 Cor 
12:11), so that, putting at the service of others the grace received, all may be “good 
stewards of God’s varied gifts,” (1 Peter 4:10), for the building up of the whole body 
in charity (cf. Eph. 4:16). From the reception of these charisms, even the most 
ordinary ones, there follow for all Christian believers the right and duty to use them in 
the church and in the world for the good of humanity and the development of the 
church...and at the same time in communion with the sisters and brothers in Christ, 
and with the pastors especially. 24 

Pilla’s third conviction is that the initiative and cooperation by all men and women 
currently in leadership in every parish are essential. Fourth, the result of discernment will 
be collaboration among the laity, among leadership, and among the parishes of the 
diocese. 2 ' These convictions are built upon images found in Apostolicam Actuositatem : 

The Church’s mission is concerned with people’s salvation ... The principal 


23 Ibid., Apostolicam Actuositatem, paragraph 2. 
24 Ibid., paragraph 3. 

25 VPL pastoral, see Appendix A. 
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means of bringing this about is the ministry of the Word and the sacraments. This is 
entrusted in a special way to the clergy, but the laity also have a highly important part 
to play, the part namely of “helping on the cause of truth” (3 John 8). It is in this 
sphere most of all that the lay apostolate and the pastoral ministry complement each 
other. 26 

Lumen Gentium concludes its section on the laity by proclaiming “...all together, and 
each one to the best of his or her ability” 27 must bring the saving work of Christ alive in 
our parishes and to the world. “All in the church ... are called to holiness.” 28 The council 
posits the baptized as a pilgrim church linked with the Communion of Saints and a part of 
the whole Mystical Body of Christ. 

In 1983, the Code of Canon Law was revised to incorporate the teachings from the 
Second Vatican Council. It is important to note that most of the principles and canons of 
the code have existed for centuries. Jesus gave a mission to the Church: to preach the 
gospel, to build up the Kingdom of God on earth, and to draw people into the holiness of 
God. Frequently this mission is described as a three-fold task (in Latin munera) of 
teaching, serving and sanctifying. 21 ' Parishes are the local communities of the Christian 
faithful which strive to give concrete form to the Church’s mission. They gather to pray; 
they harness the manifold gifts of the Spirit present within them; they foster care for those 
in need; they proclaim God’s gift of salvation; and they shape themselves into a 


26 Apostolicam Actuositatem, paragraph 6. 

27 Lumen Gentium, paragraph 38. 

28 Ibid., paragraph 39. 

29 Ricardo E. Bass, R. Daniel Conlon, Siobhan M. Verbeek, Canonical Standards for 
Parishes. (Annapolis Junction, MD: CLSA Publications, 2002), 9. 
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fellowship of faith and love. 

The legislative texts of the Catholic Church provide specific norms or standards that 
help parishes fulfill their mission. A document called Canonical Standards for Parishes, 
published in 2002, provides a self-evaluation instrument listing the specific norms for 
parish life which are contained in the current Code of Canon Law. These norms are fairly 
specific and measurable. Some of the norms reflect the broader pastoral mission of the 
parish, while others are more technical. 30 It is clear that there is a standard against which 
we need to measure our parish vibrancy. It is important to be aware of these canonical 
standards as a part of who we, the members of the church, are called to be. 

As stated above, Bishop Pilla’s first conviction in his pastoral is that the VPL process 
needs to bring people into communion, defined as growing together in Christ. The 
underlying thesis of this project is that communion is best fostered by the practice of 
spiritual discernment, which brings together prayer and process; where the desires of the 
faith community join with what God desires of us. The notion of communion is prevalent 
in many of the writings of our Catholic tradition since the early church. One sees images 
of communion in scripture, in the documents on sacraments, as well as Conciliar 
documents throughout the ages. 

“The Parish: A People, A Mission, A Structure” was published in Origins in 1981 by 
the United States Catholic Bishops. This document was published almost twenty years 
after Vatican II. The document’s purpose is to describe the reality of parish life as it is 
developing in the later part of the twentieth century in the United States of America, 


30 Ibid., 10. 
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twenty years after a great Ecumenical Council. It says: 

Whatever the form, a parish seeks to become ever more fully a people of God, 
sharing the mission of Christ and developing the structure necessary for supporting its 

community life and carrying out its mission.The parish is the single most 

important part of the church... [for which] the most intimate concerns of individuals 
and the broadest reaches of the church’s mission come together. ...Essential to the 
development of a parish is a clear leadership. This leadership can be measured by its 
success in constantly striving to be faithful to God’s call, in clearly articulating the 
particular mission of the parish, and in effectively animating the leadership of others 
by calling forth and supporting the many gifts that the Spirit has provided within the 
parish community.” 31 

The document reflects on the role of faithful. Through baptism, the faithful have the 
obligation to deepen and broaden the community life of their parish. The role of the 
ordained minister is central to life of the faithful. The ordained are to help the people of 
the parish to “deepen their union with Christ through the Word and the Eucharist”. 32 The 
ordained are not the only ones having an important role. The development of lay ministry 
is essential for a parish to develop to its maturity. While the basic gathering place of the 
people of God is the parish, each parish is not in isolation. Each parish is situated in a 
wider faith community. Under the bishop, each parish “recognizes the need to share in 
the mission of the whole diocese. Under the Pope, it is a part of the universal church.” 33 
Also, the sacramental life of the people of God is at the heart of who they are. Their 
communion is expressed as they celebrate Eucharist together. Ultimately the people of 
God are a community of faith. The writers of the document state: 


3l United States Catholic Council of Bishops, The Parish: A People, A Mission, A 
Structure, (Washington, DC: Origins 10:641, 1981), 641. 

32 Ibid., 643. 

33 Ibid., 644. 
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In these many ways the parish is constantly attempting to become a community of 
faith. Its achievement can be measured by the specific ways people acknowledge the 
identity they have in common and demonstrate the responsibility they have for one 
another. These evidences of community are in turn reflection of the even deeper 
communion with God that is theirs because of Christ’s gift of the one Spirit. 34 

Furthermore: “The parish exists not for itself, but for the mission of Christ. And so 

people are called forth to minister to one another in parish community, as well as to those 

around them where they live and work.” 35 This mission is carried specifically through 

the activities of Evangelization, Christian Formation, Work for Justice and Ecumenism. 

Structure is necessary in order for growth and development in a parish community, 

and for its mission to occur. This includes the relationship between the bishop and 

parishes. It also includes the relationship that exists at a diocesan level with parishes in 

order to “foster collaboration among parishes.” 36 Structure is grouped into: Leadership, 

The Pastoral Council, The Pastor, and Small Groups. The article contains a sidebar that 

quotes a January 1980 interim report. This excerpt is particularly pertinent to 

understanding the outcome of this structure, namely collaboration: 

... in reflection on the mission of the church and of the parish that they [the 
ordained leadership] need new skills for leading others in prayerful reflection, for 
collaborating more fully with others on the staff and with the parishioners, and for 
directing the resources of the parish to the priorities of parish life. 37 

These skills are constantly being developed. Vibrant Parish Life is a processes that 


34 Ibid. 
35 Ibid. 
36 Ibid., 645. 
37 Ibid. 
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encourages the development of methods or skills leading to collaboration. 

The Origins article ends with the call to constant evaluation. The parish activities that 
enliven the mission of Jesus Christ: 

...must be reviewed regularly to make sure that they continue to satisfy the needs 
of the people and the goals of the parish. An evaluation for renewal would be helpful 
here, because it increases clarity about the mission and priorities of the parish, affects 
the ways in which the resources of the parish are used and ensures the participation 
and support of the people in the parish activities. 38 

Many of these sentiments are echoed in the leadership skills called forth by the VPL 
self-study process. The bishops emphasize the importance of the mission and priorities, 
discussing keeping the end in mind and being proactive. 

An Overview of the Theology of Communion 

In 1974 Avery Cardinal Dulles, then a faculty member of the Theology Department at 
Catholic University, published his best selling book Models of the Church. In the 
introduction of that book, Dulles stated, “The method of models ... helps people get 
beyond the limitations of their own outlook ... and enter into fruitful conversation with 
others having a fundamentally different mentality.” 39 

In the subsequent and expanded edition of his book he introduces the model of the 
Church as Mystical Communion. The idea of the Church as the Body of Christ is found 
in Paul’s letters to the Romans and Corinthians, emphasizing the mutual union, mutual 
concern, and mutual dependence of the members of the local community upon one 


38 Ibid., 646. 

39 Avery Dulles, Models of the Church - Expanded Edition. (New York, NY: Doubleday, 
1987), 12. 
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another. 

Subsequent to our biblical tradition, there was further development of the Church as 
Mystical Communion. Saint Augustine and Thomas Aquinas both offered their own 
reflections on this mystery of how we all belong to the body of Christ, recognizing we 
have an intimate connection with those who have gone before us, the Communion of 
Saints. 


Many of the Church Fathers, including Augustine, develop the image of the Body 
of Christ with particular stress on the mystical and invisible communion that binds 
together all those who are enlivened by the race of Christ. Augustine speaks of a 
Church that includes not only the earthly but the heavenly: The angels and the blessed 
are members of the heavenly part of the Church. Christ as head makes up one totality 
together with all his members. The Body is not essentially visible, since it includes 
angels and separate souls. Still less is it societal, since it includes all people who are 
animated by the Spirit of God. ... 

...For Aquinas the Church essentially consists in a divining communion with God, 
whether incompletely in this life or completely in the life of glory. ... The Church is 
made up of all who are brought into union with God by supernatural grace flowing 
from Christ as head. The Holy Spirit comes indirectly into Aquinas’ notion of the 
Church as the principle of unity that dwells in Christ and in us, binding us together 
with him and in him. 41 ’ 

After a period of strong institutionalism in ecclesiology, the theology of the Church as 
Mystical Body began to revive in the middle of the nineteenth century. In the mid¬ 
twentieth century, Pius X included in his notion of the Mystical Body elements that were 
very hierarchical. For example, “those who exercise sacred power in the body are its first 
and chief members” (hierarchy), and laity are said to “assist the hierarchy”. 41 The second 
Vatican Council, Lumen Gentium , makes a distinction between the church as a 


40 Ibid.,51. 
4l Ibid., 52. 
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hierarchical society, and the Body of Christ. They are two different things, but obviously 
related. Lumen Gentium compares them to the human and divine natures of Christ. Dulles 
makes a distinction between the People of God, and the Body of Christ. The People of 
God can be both holy and sinful. However the Body of Christ has a divine quality, which 
would lead one away from viewing it as anything that could be sinful or in need of 
redemption. Designating the church as the Body of Christ risks leading to the divination 
of the church - suggesting we can do nothing wrong. 

The church...might better be designated as the people of God of the New 
Covenant, a covenant that completes and makes explicit the relationship of fidelity 
and love into which God has entered with humanity, thanks to his beloved Son, Jesus 
Christ. Christians are set apart by their explicit recognition of the new and everlasting 
Covenant, but they are not uniquely the People of God. 42 

An example of this notion of communion can be seen in the introduction to the Rite 
of Baptism for Children, where one reads, “Through the sacraments of Christian 
initiation, men and women are freed from the power of darkness...They receive the Spirit 
of adoption, which makes them God’s sons and daughters...” 43 The first step of our 
journey into communion with God and each other is through baptism, the first sacrament 
of initiation. It is the sacrament which first forges this relationship with God, making us 
God’s children, transforming us into a family of brothers and sisters. Baptism is then 
followed by Continuation and Eucharist, which completes our journey into “full 
communion”. Sealed with the Holy Spirit and partaking of the Body and Blood of Christ, 


42 Ibid., 54. 

43 United States Catholic Conference of Bishops, Rite of Baptism for Children, 
(Washington, DC: United States Catholic Conference, Inc., 1970), 7. 
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we become one in Him. As part of the Mystical Body of Christ, we grow together in Him. 

Joseph Cardinal Ratzinger in his book Called to Communion: Understanding the 
Church Today further builds upon the image of communion. Ratzinger presents the image 
that communion can never be reached outside of community. The gathering of the people 
of God and the Mystical Body of Christ is the place where communion is made manifest. 
Ratzinger would support that communion can never be achieved among the people of 
God without consulting the wider community of faith: the Church. He says, “the Church 
must constantly become what she is through unitive love and resist the temptation to fall 
from her vocation into the infidelity of self-willed autonomy.” 44 The importance of this 
statement is that communion includes God, reaching beyond self. Communion cannot be 
reached if a group of believers focus only on their desires, without listening for, and 
responding to, the voice of God. 

Ratzinger refers to the church as the Body of Christ in the way that a woman becomes 
one with a man in the sacrament of marriage. He uses this nuptial analogy to express that 
“Christ and the Church are one body in the sense in which man and woman are one 
flesh...” 45 . This nuptial image is echoed in the Vatican II document Gaudium et Spes, as 
well: 

But God did not create man a solitary being. From the beginning ‘male and female 
he created them’ (Gen. 1:27). This partnership of man and woman constitutes the first 
form of communion between persons. For by his innermost nature man is a social 
being; and if he does not enter into relationship with others he can neither live nor 

44 Joseph Cardinal Ratzinger, Called to Communion: Understanding the Church Today. 
(San Francisco, CA: Ignatius Press, 1996), 40. 

45 Ibid., 39. 
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develop his gifts. 46 

Ratzinger describes this union as an “indissoluble spiritual-bodily union” 47 linking 
together the physical concrete reality of the church with the Mystical Body of Christ, 
which is beyond the bounds of our comprehension. Ratzinger also points out that Church 
as communion fundamentally takes place when we gather as Church. For him, that 
means our individuality is assimilated into the community. The ego and will of 
individuals are opened. This is modeled on Jesus’ openness whereby he “has taken us all 
into himself and has put himself totally into our hands.” 48 He uses terms like “fusion” and 
“assimilates”, to express that my “I” is assimilated to Jesus. He then goes on to say: 

In this way Communion makes the Church by breaching an opening in the walls 
of subjectivity and gathering us into a deep communion of existence. It is the event of 
“gathering”, in which the Lord joins us to one another. The fonnula “the Church is the 
Body of Christ” thus states that the Eucharist, in which the Lord gives us his body and 
makes us one body, forever remains the place where the Church is generated, where 
the Lord himself never ceases to found her anew; in the Eucharist the church is most 
compactly herself - in all places, yet one only, just as he is only one. 49 

When we gather as the People of God, we become a community joined into the Mystical 

Body of Christ, which is beyond the bounds of time and space. This unity exists first 

because Christ has joined us to Himself, and then we join ourselves to Him through a 

community of faith. 


46 Austin Flannery, O.P. (General editor), Vatican Council II: The Conciliar and Post 
Conciliar Documents, (Collegeville, MN: The Liturgical Press, 1975), Gaudium et Spes, 
paragraph 12. 

47 Ratzinger, 39. 

48 Ibid., 37. 

49 Ibid. 
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Shifting focus from the Mystical Body to fostering communion within a more specific 
community. Bishop Pilla’s pastoral is meant to influence the people of God at the most 
local levels, the Diocese and Parish. The following models of parish attempt to provide 
aspects of parish life, which are defined in Canon Law, magisterial teaching, liturgical 
theology, and pastoral experience, in order to offer a rich and vibrant understanding of 
parish. Since no single definition seems to capture the full depth and breadth of the 
parish, its people, and the variety of ministries offered, the essential aspects of parish are 
presented in the following figure to highlight the various strands that weave the tapestry 
of parish life today. While not exhaustive in scope, these models reflect some of the 
predominant ideas and themes that describe the parish in its role of leading the faithful 
into communion. 


Figure 2.1: Models of Parish 50 


Canonical (Church Law) 


Refers to the parish as defined in Canon Law, What is essential in this aspect of parish is that while individual parishes 
have defined boundaries or territories, all parishes are linked to the local Church (the diocese). In other words, Canon Law 
wants individual parishes to move beyond a mind set that they exist as a singular structure within a particular territory for 
service to their own people. The canonical definition highlights the widest aspect of the parish’s mission and focus. 

Parishes are related to the local diocesan church and are under the direction of the Bishop. The Code of Canon Law stresses 
a juridical model that has a relational and collaborative dimension - upholding the role of the pastor (and the parish staff) to 
offer care and guidance to the parish. 


Sacramental 


Reflects the ecclesiology of the Second Vatican Council and its relation to the gathering of the parish as a liturgical 
assembly. The Constitution on the Sacred Liturgy (December 4 1963) calls the entire Church to focus its identity within the 
Paschal Mystery of Christ - making the Sunday Liturgical event, the source and summit of our life. The document calls 
pastors and parish leaders to promote liturgical instruction and call their communities to active participation in both internal 
and external ways through awareness of the Word, through preaching, and in the sacramental rites of the altar (19). Parishes 
are called to build and create a sense of community, which is most experienced during liturgy (42). The Instruction of the 
Worship of the Eucharistic Mystery (May 25 1967) recognizes the diverse gifts of the assembly as well as the ministries 
necessary to make the Sunday celebration an important event for the parish. The Eucharist is the image and source of unity 
of the Christian community through the talents, ministries and service rendered from each of its members (4). Thus, 
members of parishes share in the prophetic role of Christ in proclaiming a message of hope and faith, in eveiy season, 
through every walk of life. 


50ypL T as p Force, Educational Materials, available online at 
www.dioceseofcleveland.org. 
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Ecclesial 


Reflects the theology that is developed in the Dogmatic Constitution of the Church (November 21 1964). The document 
focuses on the role of the baptized and speaks directly about their sharing and role in the mission of the Church. The 
document refers to the “People of God” and “the baptized” joined with their pastors and teachers in parish communities (28) 
together with their bishop in a local Church (20). This communal aspect gives credence for every baptized person to share in 
the teaching, sanctifying and prophetic mission of Christ - using their gifts, talents in the wide variety of roles and 
ministries within the Church. The Decree on the Apostolate of Lay People (November 18 1965) sees the parish as an 
outstanding example of the community apostolate .. .as a kind of cell, whereby the ministry of that community is not 
confined to the limits of parish or diocese, but the wider horizons (10). Here we can see the importance and role of the 
parish as the context for the Church’s mission to bear fruit. 

Parishes share the gifts and ministries of the spirit through the holiness and pilgrim journey of each of their members. The 
parish is a kind of cell to the local community it serves. The mission of the Church subsists within each parish community. 
Connected with the local Church (the diocese), the parish incorporates the universal charism of the Church’s mission. The 
People of God are joined with all churches (local communities) in a common effort to attain unity, peace and be good 
stewards of justice (Dogmatic Constitution of the Church, 13). Thus, the ecclesial aspect challenges the parish to be 
collaborative in mission, energetic stewards of the Gospel, holy, resourceful, and evangelistic in building up the Kingdom of 
God in the world around them (16-17). 


Sociological 


Reflects the reality and make-up of our local Church. The demographics of our parishes are rich in their composites of 
people. Some parishes have groups representing certain ethnic groups. All of our parishes have members with different 
education backgrounds representing diverse socio-economic status. This composite of parish life influences the type of 
ministries we offer. Nevertheless, all parishioners possess a wide range of talents and gifts that are needed to create vibrant 
parish life. Current research demonstrates that the parish is a microcosm of society. Thus, the political and economic values 
that dominate the social scene also influence parish life. These sociological factors demand at times a response by the parish 
community. Through preaching, catechesis and staff direction parishes often act as a catalyst in the community in the areas 
of preaching the just word, heightening awareness of the poor and oppressed in our cities and in the world, offering 
mediation with local groups and caring for those who are marginalized. The parish community reads and interprets the signs 
of the times bringing the Gospel of Christ to all people. 


It is important to remember that the communion being fostered through the VPL 
initiative is communion at the local - diocesan and parish - level. To the people of God, 
the above models of parish life offer a path to enhance vibrancy and greater communion. 

Parish life gathers people together in community and in communion. In the church of 
the United States, there is a profound social and sociological dimension to parish life. At 
the beginning of the Third Millenium, the bishops of our country offered reflections on 
Eucharist by inviting theologians to share their thoughts. In the article entitled Eucharist 
and the Trinity , J. Augustine Di Noia, O.P., points out that “Americans are great 
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joiners...” 51 We as a people join together with like-minded people, and we make 
commitments to organizations, clubs, and social gatherings. Our “religious affiliations” 
are just one more example of how we come together as a society. 

When we think of the Church in this way, the Eucharist can appear to be little 
more than a celebration of our fellowship with like-minded people drawn together by 
their desire to give religious expression to their deepest feelings and their need to find 
communal legitimation for their normally earnest commitments. God is indeed to be 
worshiped in this celebration, but almost as an afterthought. What can become 
primary is the celebration of our being together - our fellowship, our solidarity, our 
communal identity. 32 

The Church’s celebration of Eucharist is much deeper than a social gathering. Di Noia 
says, “Well before we ever thought of belonging to or joining the Church, or sharing in 
the Eucharist, the Father, Son, and Holy Spirit conceived a plan that would join us to 
them and to one another in them.” 53 This echoes the thoughts of Ratzinger, namely, that 
first Christ chooses people to be gathered together into His life and love, forming them in 
communion. It is this theological perspective that supports the thesis that communion is 
best fostered through spiritual discernment. Without consulting our Tradition, without 
being aware of the constant call to belong to something greater than ourselves as the local 
community gathered, the understanding of communion in the Church becomes 
diminished. Bishop Pilla describes communion as growing together in Christ, calling to 
mind the bonding of humanity and divinity. It is in Christ that humanity and divinity 


3 'Paul K. Henderson, Emily A. Davis, and Margie Kilty, eds., A Book of Readings on the 
Eucharist. (Washington, DC: United States Catholic Conference, Inc., 2000), 44. 

52 Ibid. 

53 Ibid. 
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become one. 

An Exploration of Discernment 

Following the first theme of this project, namely Communion, we come to 
Discernment. The practice of discernment is the key to fostering communion - growing 
together in Christ, which is the first conviction of Pilla’s VPL initiative. This section 
presents definitions of discernment, the biblical and historical roots of discernment, the 
role of listening in discernment (including Appreciative Inquiry), and finally the practice 
of discernment within a group. 

There are several definitions of discernment which are similar, but attempt to capture 
the essence of this long-standing practice. The dictionary definition of discernment (from 
the Latin discernere) is to perceive, to distinguish, to judge, to recognize differences or to 
separate or distinguish. Spiritual Discernment is defined as distinguishing between life- 
giving impulses and those that are misleading. The goal of Spiritual Discernment is to 
deepen one’s relationship with God, and so with others. Discernment is our effort to tap 
into the flow of God’s wisdom and to distinguish the voice of God from other voices that 
speak to us: the voice of the past, the voice of our peers, the voices of urgency or fear. 54 

Discernment can also be described as a prayerful, informed, and intentional attempt to 
sort through these voices, to get in touch with God’s Spirit at work in a situation, and to 
develop a sense of the direction in which the Spirit is leading. Discernment is more of a 
journey than a destination. The answers for all concerns may not be discovered, but the 

34 Suzanne G. Famham, Stephanie A. Hull, and R.Taylor McLean, Grounded in God: 
Listening Hearts Discernment for Group Deliberations, (Harrisburg, PA: Morehouse 
Publishing, 1999), 6. 
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disceming individual can be receptive to God’s presence as the questions are pondered. It 
is also important to note that discernment is not devoid of anything rational. Sound 
rational analysis based on the best available information is crucial to good discernment. 
Discernment is more than a simple list of pros and cons. Discernment engages our 
feelings, senses, imaginations, and intuition as one wrestles with issues. 

Discernment is more than saying prayers that ask God for something. Discernment is 
a mode of prayer that involves opening one’s entire self to the working of the Holy Spirit. 
It bids the discerning person to let go of preconceived ideas so as to be open to new 
possibilities with a readiness to view things from new perspectives. Discernment calls 
those who practice it first to listen in stillness with the ear of the heart. It draws one into 
the very will of God. 

Discernment is central to doing God’s work. It is a path to fostering communion with 
God and with one another - Bishop Pilla’s first conviction. 

In the Hebrew Scriptures there is only one direct use of the word discernment. In 1 
Kings 3:9, Solomon asks, “Give your servant therefore an understanding mind to govern 
your people, able to discern between good and evil.”' 0 

While the word discernment is used only once in the Hebrew Scriptures, there are 
many instances of discernment: to decide or understand the presence or call of God in the 
Scriptures. There are instances of a burning bush, a pillar of fire by night and cloud by 
day. There are instances of dreams, angels, and “a tiny whispering sound” (NAB) 1 

”Danny E. Morris and Charles M. Olsen, Discerning God’s Will Together: A Spiritual 
Practice for the Church, (Nashville, TN: Upper Room Publishing, 1997), 24. 
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Kings 19:12 which affirm the mystery of God. The call of Noah, Moses, Aaron, David, 
and the prophets speak a discerning word on God’s behalf. 

God chose people to be agents of discernment. Elders who were wise discerned the 
wisdom of God. Morris and Olson point out in their book, Discerning God’s Will 
Together, that “schools of prophets grew out of the charisma of a particularly gifted and 
insightful people. National rulers had court-appointed, in-house prophets who could 
discern God’s will and provide counsel in political, economic and military matters.” 56 As 
seen in Figure 2.2, discernment has multiple facets. 


Figure 2.2: Discernment Examples in Hebrew Scriptures 

Engages Hearing : 1 Kings 19:21 

Elijah stood in the entrance to a cave and felt the earth shake and saw the lightning flash and finally, 
in a tiny whispering sound, heard the voice of God. 

Engages Sight: 1 Samuel 16:1-13 

God sent Samuel to select one of Jesse’s sons to be king. When he saw Eliab, he thought, “Surely 
the Lord’s anointed is before the Lord.” But God told Samuel not to rely on appearances: “The Lord 
does not see as mortals see; they look on the outward appearance, but the Lord looks on the heart”. 
He looked over seven sons and could find no king among them. Then young David was brought in 
from tending the sheep; and Samuel recognized the heart of David, a future king. 

Engages Speech: Exodus 4:15-16 

Moses was not eloquent, so God offered Aaron, Moses’ brother, to speak for him. And God said to 
Moses, “You shall speak to him and put the words in his mouth; and I will be with your mouth and 
with his mouth, and will teach you what you shall do. He indeed shall speak for you to the people; 
he shall serve as a mouth for you, and you shall serve as God for him.” 

Recognizes the presence of God: Genesis 32:29 

Jacob wrestled all night with an emissary of the Lord. When morning came, Jacob, who was slow to 
discern, said, ‘“Please tell me your name.’ But he said, ‘Why is it that you ask my name?’ And there 
he blessed him.” 

Distinguishes between good and evil: 1 Kings 3-912 

Solomon asked for an “understanding mind...to discern between good and evil”; and God gave 
Solomon a “wise and discerning mind.” 


56 Ibid., 25. 
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Although only the last example in the above figure uses the term discernment, clearly the 
use of discernment is seen in the earliest Hebrew Scriptures. This discernment engages 
multiple senses and acknowledges the voice of God. 

Figure 2.3, below, describes multiple instances of discernment as recorded in the New 
Testament. 


Figure 2.3: New Testament Citations of Discernment 

Direct Citations 

• Romans 12:2 “Be transformed by the renewing of your minds, so that you may discern what is the 
will of God - what is good and acceptable and perfect.” 

• 1 Corinthians 12:10: God gives the gift of discernment of spirits.” 

• 1 John 4:1 “Do not believe every spirt, but test (discern) the spirits to see whether they are from 
God” 

• Ephesians 1:17-18 “I pray that the God of our Lord Jesus Christ, ...may give you a spirit of wisdom 
and revelation as you come to know him, so that, with the eyes of your heart enlightened, you may 
know what is the hope to which he has called you. 
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People who discerned the will of God 

• Mary, Joseph and Elizabeth 

Mary yearned for a deeper wisdom about her son. Joseph eventually discerned God’s will and 
considered with new faith the situation with Mary his wife. (Matthew 1:18-25) Elizabeth 
discerned God’s will as she became pregnant with John the Baptist (Luke 1:36-45) 

• Jesus 

Jesus discerned the heart of God. He was named God’s beloved son, and his baptism provided 
a foundation from which to discern this spirit. When he was driven into the wilderness to be 
tempted he saw through illusions of power, fame, and possessions and chose servanthood, 
humility, and poverty, seeing clearly the kingdom of God. Jesus told stories that cut to the heart 
of human self-deception, illusions, and desire. Jesus was a sage, embodying the heritage of the 
wisdom tradition. His passion and faithfulness presented a criterion for discernment and 
offered good news for the poor and sinful. From his baptism - when a voice from heaven 
announced, ‘This is my Son, the Beloved, with whom I am well pleased’ (Matthew 3:17) - 
throughout his ministry - until his death and his final cry ‘it is finished’ (John 19:30) - Jesus’ life 
bespoke a total commitment to discerning and doing God’s will. 57 

• Apostles 

Paul in Acts 9:1-22 discerned God’s will for his life. Later in Acts 16:9-10, he discerned God’s 
call to go to Macedonia. The book of Acts records four occasions when the church sought to 
discern God’s will. See Acts: 1:12-26, 6:1-7, 11:1-18 and 15. Members of the early church 
believed that God would guide them and the community. Paul noted often that the Holy Spirit 
would guide the communities founded by him. See Galatians 5:18 and Romans 8:14. Their 
relationship with God, their awareness of the presence and gifts of the Spirit, their practice of 
prayer, and their reception and proclamation of the Gospel presents a convincing picture of a 
way of life with discernment at its core. 58 


As seen in the above figure, New Testament references to discernment paint a picture 
of people in relationship with God, seeking the guidance of the Spirit as they discern 
God’s will. From Mary and the Apostles, to several of Paul’s letters, discernment is at the 
core of Christian life. 

In the centuries after the biblical and apostolic times there continued to be a strong 
emphasis on discernment. In the Christian tradition, developments built on the earlier 
biblical traditions. In the patristic period, people like Origen in the third century and John 
Cassian in the fourth century saw human thoughts coming from three sources: God, evil 


57 Ibid., 27. 
58 Ibid. 
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spirits and good spirits. If people could trace their thoughts (discern the spirits), they 
could find a way to give themselves to the proper spirit. John Climacus in the sixth 
century had great respect of Cassian’s insight as he wrote The Ladder of Divine Ascent, 
presenting thirty steps for monks to consider. Climacus quotes Cassian in his work when 
he says: “From humility comes discernment, from discernment comes insight, and from 
insight comes foresight. And who would not run this fine race of obedience when such 
blessings are there ahead of him?” 59 

The focus of discernment in the early church remained on individuals and on 
interpersonal relationships. The use of communal discernment had not yet been 
developed. 

The church in the East and the church in the West developed different patterns of 
wisdom in discernment and decision-making. The Eastern church looked to the wisdom 
of mystics and ascetics. Bishops sought communal wisdom for the good of the 
community. The Council of Philokalia (1782) pulled together important sources on 
discernment from the fourth and fifth centuries. Because of their emphasis on the Holy 
Spirit, the Orthodox churches offer a unique gift: an understanding of experience through 
Trinitarian structures. “The Orthodox see in threes, discerning the presence of God 
beyond, with, and in experience.” 60 

The Western church was shaped more by the patterns of the Roman Empire. The 
great councils of the western church had their roots in the Roman senate, a deliberative 

59 Ibid., 30. 


“Ibid., 31. 




-38- 


body. The church argued over issues of doctrine in a way similar to a senate hearing. 
Participants stood and presented their arguments, citing authorities who would support 
them. Then the members of the council would vote to agree, disagree or abstain. “In the 
western church, discernment was focused by the importance of authority, tradition, unity 
and continuity.” 61 

The middle ages saw the practice of discernment of Meister Eckhart and Thomas 
a Kempis. The Council of Constance began in 1415 and lasted until 1481. During that 
council, “the powers of the state were present and the schism of the papacy ended” 
through discernment. The Council of Trent began in 1545 and ended 1563. At that 
council “Catholic dogma was formalized in reaction to the Protestant tenets of faith, 
which were considered anathema.” During the seventeenth century, Ignatius of Loyola, 
the founder of the Jesuits, outlined in the Spiritual Exercises Rules for Discernment of 
Spirits. Ignatius respected the time-honored tradition of discernment, but also developed 
the practice further. “The rules included the importance of imagination, reason, biblical 
connections, experience, testing the spirits and feelings.” 62 Mystics like John of the Cross 
and Teresa of Avila added to the practice and discipline of discernment by introducing 
aspects of human desire. They believed that our deepest longings and desires are from 
God. 

Protestant theologians like Luther, Calvin, and Zwingli brought forth the evangelical 
principles of grace alone through faith and the centrality of the scripture. Scripture was 

6l Ibid., 32. 

62 Ibid., 33. 
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seen as the divine spectacles through which one could discern God’s leading. The 
Anabaptists 63 tried to model their churches after the New Testament church. Following 
the reformation in the seventeenth and eighteenth century, the Quakers made many 
contributions to the practice of discernment. “They looked to the presence of the Spirit to 
provide guidance, listened to the promptings of the Spirit in the gathered community, and 
followed the Spirit’s lead. Listening in silence fostered the intuitive capacity of the 
Community of Friends.” 64 The Methodist tradition under the guidance of Wesley also 
used discernment to assist congregation members to “listen for what the Spirit intended 
for their lives.” 65 

We can see that the use of discernment is a time-honored practice in our 
Judeo/Christian Tradition. The use of discernment is a central part of the VPL self-study 
process. It is essential in bringing about communion - growing together in Christ. 

Listening is the key and the first step to discernment. Focused silence creates a 
stillness in which particular sounds become distinctly heard or felt. Conversely, if the 
surrounding noise is so loud that one cannot hear oneself, let alone others, he/she will 
never be able to hear God. If the voices on the outside are not enough to distract, there 
are voices on the inside. The chatter that goes on in one’s own head can drown out the 


63 The name Anabaptists, etymologically applicable, and sometimes applied to Christian 
denominations that practice re-baptism is, in general historical usage, restricted to those 
who, denying the validity of infant baptism, became prominent during the great reform 
movement of the sixteenth century. 

64 Morris and Olsen, Discerning God's Will Together, 37. 


65 Ibid. 
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voice of God. Starting with silence is essential. It is the key and first step to good 
listening. 

Attentive listening goes beyond the spoken word. In discernment, listening requires 
the whole self, not only ears, but eyes and other senses as well. The voice of God is 
manifest through people. People communicate not just with words, but with their whole 
bodies, so listening must occur the same way. Whatever emotions are present are telling 
the listener something. Feelings of peace might communicate one message and 
uneasiness another. Times of quiet make it possible to hold emotional reactions in prayer 
and await guidance. Also, intuition and imaginations are other vehicles for listening. 

In his first encyclical, Ecclesium Suam (Our Church), 1964, Pope Paul VI describes 
listening: 

Then, before speaking, we must take great care to listen not only to what men say, 
but more especially to what they have it in their hearts to say. Only then will we 
understand them and respect them, and even, as far as possible, agree with 
them...How greatly we desire that this dialogue with Our own children may be 
conducted with the fullness of faith, with charity, and with dynamic holiness. May it 
be a frequent occurrence and on an intimate level. May it be open and responsive to 
all truth, every virtue, every spiritual value that goes to make us the heritage of 
Christian teaching. 66 

This is akin to empathetic listening, as described by Covey’s habit five, discussed later in 
this chapter. 

Listening is key to the practice of Appreciative Inquiry which has been developed 
over the past twenty years by David L. Cooperrider, Professor of Organizational Behavior 
at Case Western Reserve University in Cleveland, Ohio. It has been used successfully in a 


66 Susan Star Paddock, Appreciative Inquiry in the Catholic Church, (Plano, TX: Thin 
Book Publishing Co., 2003), 11. 
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wide variety of organizational settings throughout the world, and has proven to be very 
relevant for use in religious settings and diverse cultures. AI is derived from scientific and 
experiential analysis of social and biological systems, similar to Catholic Social 
Teaching, and draws conclusions about the dignity of persons, our interdependence, and 
the necessity for full participation and inclusion in society’s processes. 67 

Appreciative Inquiry is a process that invites people to inquire about what most "gives 
life" in their parish life and ministries. It forms the foundation for envisioning a 
community that is centered in the Good News of the Gospel message as that message is 
lived in the lives of its people. 

Appreciative Inquiry counteracts deficit-based thinking, which outlines only problem 
situations. Constantly pinpointing weaknesses leaves a parish focused on its lack of 
resources rather than the abundance of blessings which God has created. Negative 
thinking takes away the capacity to create new visions and new images of a vibrant 
future. It can stifle hope and produce a community lacking in energy and enthusiasm. 

Appreciative Inquiry instead asks people to take a deep inventory of their personal 
and communal experiences, recount events and times that had the most vitality and 
inspiration, and then compile those compelling features into a vision for positive change 
and a fuller life. Cooperrider believes AI incorporates three universal needs of all 
humans: the need for Exceptionality, Essentiality, and Equality of voice. He explains the 
three Es as follows. 

By exceptionality I mean that every human being is an exception to the rule - no 
67 Paddock, AI in the Catholic Church, 10. 
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one has ever been born quite like you and no one in the future will ever again be quite 
like you...We all have a basic human want to be recognized as “essential” to any 
human group we belong to...Finally I think all human beings in every group they are a 
part of feel some sense of equality, especially equality of voice. We all have a desire 
to be able to share, without censorship, our hopes and visions of the true, the good 
and the possible. 68 

This recognition of the essential value and equality of every human being is one 
meaning of Jesus’ words, “Truly I tell you, just as you did it to one of the least of these 
who are members of my family, you did it to me.” 64 St. Paul’s discourse on the Body of 
Christ also emphasizes the importance of every individual within the group. 

As it is there are many members yet one body. The eye cannot say to the hand, ‘I 
have no need of you,’ nor again the head to the feet, ‘ I have no need of you.’ On the 
contrary, the members of the body that seem to be weaker are indispensable. If one 
member suffers, all suffer together with it; if one member is honored, all rejoice 
together with it. 70 

Appreciative Inquiry is reshaping the way people think about organizational life and 
change. Richard Beckhard, a central leader in the evolution of organizational 
development over the past 40 years, noted in 1999 in his final speech before the Academy 
of Management that "Appreciative Inquiry is creating a powerful, enduring change in the 
way organizational development will be conceptualized and practiced both now and in 
the future. It is changing the way we think about change itself." 71 

To define terms, appreciate means to value, recognize or affirm the strengths, 


68 Ibid., 10-11. 

69 Matthew 25:40 NAB. 

70 I Corinth. 12:20-26 NAB. 

7 'Vibrant Parish Life Task Force, Vibrant Parish Life Self-Study Resources, (Cleveland, 
OH, 2002), 5-5. 
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successes and potentials in people and communities. We appreciate things that give life, 
health, vitality and excellence. To inquire is to explore or discover. It is to ask questions 
with the hope of seeing new potentials and possibilities. Appreciative Inquiry is thus the 
process of asking questions and exploring things that most give life, health, vitality, and 
excellence. 

The questions we use and how we word them are very significant. There are no 
neutral questions. The energy in people and their potential for positive change are 
affected by the first questions we ask. What we ask and seek, we find. What we find, we 
talk about. What we talk about creates the images that shape the future we live. 

Our images of the future guide our current behavior and the eventual future of the 
parish. By anticipating the future in a hope-filled and creative manner, we help create it 
this way. Kennon Callahan, in Twelve Keys to an Effective Church, captures the thrust of 
this point when he writes: 

The watershed question for many people in many congregations is: Do you 
believe that your best years are behind you, or do you believe that your best years are 
yet before you? Some churches believe that their best years are behind them. Some 
people believe that their best years have been. They behave and act as though the 
future will be less than that which is past. And it is precisely because they behave and 
act that way that the future for them turns out to be less than that which has been. 
Effective, successful churches live in the confidence of God's promise that some of 
their best years are yet to come. 72 

The momentum for enhancing parish life requires large amounts of positive influence, 
social bonding and creative energy. The old adage that nothing happens between 
strangers is true. Social bonding enhances collaboration, while positive influence lessens 


72 Ibid., 5-6. 
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resistance to change. The more positive the questions used to guide community-building 
or parish planning, the longer lasting and more effective the change will be. Positive 
questions lead to positive images, which increase positive energy and positive 
relationships, resulting in positive change. 

The life-centered focus of Appreciative Inquiry relates well to the words of Jesus 
found in the Gospel of John: "I came so that they might have life and have it more 
abundantly" 73 . This Scriptural image is central to the vision of Vibrant Parish Life. 
Appreciative Inquiry helps us find life and experience it more abundantly. It provides a 
practical way to take seriously the Scriptural message "Be grateful." It places gratitude 
for God's blessings and creation, and hope in our God-given potential, at the center of our 
process. 

The apostle Paul shares this life-centered focus. In his letter to the Philippians, Paul 
concludes with this exhortation: 

Finally, my brothers and sisters, whatever is true, whatever is honorable, whatever 
is just, whatever is pure, whatever is loving, whatever is gracious, if there is any 
excellence, if there is anything worthy of praise, think about these things. Keep on 
doing what you have learned and received and heard and seen in me. Then the God of 
peace will be with you. 74 

Paul is writing to a community in turmoil. Some in Phillipi have turned against him, 
threatening all that he has accomplished with them. Instead of rebuking or problem 
solving, Paul advocates a change of focus towards things that give life and hope. He 
knows the fruits this will bear. “The God of peace,” he says, “will be with you.” 

73 John 10:10 NAB. 

74 Phil. 4:8-9 NAB. 
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A great gift of Paul to the early Church was his ability to see (and help others to see) 
the goodness and wonder of God at work in every setting. Appreciative Inquiry helps us 
see the hand of God in all aspects of life. 

One also find strains of Appreciative Inquiry in the great mystics of the West. Meister 
Eckhart, for example, makes explicit the link between the life of faith and the 
appreciative perspective when he says, “The person who has God essentially present to 
him grasps God divinely, and to him God shines in all things.” 75 Fr. Michael Hymes, 
Professor of Sacramental Theology at Boston College, speaks in a similar vein when 
describing the sacramental imagination: 

To see anything for what it is, is to see the goodness of it, the love of God for it, 
God's grace in it. The challenge is to see things as they are, as God sees them. And 
as God says about creation, "It is good. It is very good." That which is always and 
everywhere, God's grace, must be noticed, accepted, and celebrated. 76 

We often fail to notice the abundance of God's gifts because we do not pay attention. 

Appreciative Inquiry fosters attentiveness and helps us see the goodness of God in 

everything. 

Part of the reason Appreciative Inquiry is so pertinent to this project is that it links 
Covey’s notion of being proactive, with Johnson’s recognition that change is all around 
us. AI suggests we should think of change not in negative terms, but in a positive light. 
The VPL Task Force has produced self-study materials that are helpful in demonstrating 
the links between the thought of Covey, Johnson, and Cooperrider: 


75 VPL Task Force, Self-Study Resources, 5-7. 
76 Ibid. 
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A critical resource we have for creating positive change in the parish is our 
imagination, and our capacity to free the imagination and mind of groups. Our 
imagination and mind are often constrained by our bad habits, limited styles of 
thinking, and underlying assumptions. Our styles of thinking rarely match the 
increasingly complex worlds in which we live. Therefore we need to commit 
ourselves to the ongoing discovery of more creative and fruitful ways of knowing. 
Parishes, as all organizations, are largely affirmative and respond to positive thought 
and positive knowledge. 77 

These moments of life and excellence in parish life should never be taken for granted. 
They are the ways in which we give glory to God and inspire people to be Catholic - the 
Good News of parish life. The spirit of hope and envisioning the future is reflected well 
in the words of Pope John XXIII: 

Consult not your fears but your hopes and your dreams. Think not about your 
frustrations, but about your unfulfilled potential. Concern yourself not with what you 
tried and failed in, but with what it is still possible for you to do. 78 

In Grounded in God: Listening Hearts Discernment for Group Deliberations, the 

authors articulate a ten-step process for discernment. After considering the available 

literature, this is an excellent example of employing discernment in a group meeting. 

Therefore, it is quoted here directly 79 : 


Figure 2.4: Ten-Step Discernment Listening Guides 


1. Take time to become settled in God’s presence. 


People often arrive at meetings in high gear with all their wheels spinning. A period of silence gives them an opportunity to 
disengage from the pressures of their lives in order to become more receptive to God. 


2. Listen to others with your entire self (senses, feelings, intuition, imagination, and rational faculties). 

Listening is not exclusively an auditory matter. People transmit their thoughts and feelings in many ways. To fully receive 
communication from God through fellow humans, we need to listen with all that we are. 


77 Ibid. 

78 Ibid. 

,9 Famham, Grounded in God, 58. 








3. Do not interrupt. 


Remember that these are guidelines, not hard and fast rules. Most of the time, we interrupt because we want to speak more 
than we want to listen. However, if someone is talking too much or straying from the subject, it may be important to 
interrupt for the sake of the meeting. Departure from the guidelines is appropriate if done thoughtfully, prayerfully, and for 
good reason. 

4. Pause between to absorb what has been said. 

A period of silence after someone has spoken gives both the speaker and the listeners a chance to assimilate what was said. 
Moreover, it is in those pauses that God can penetrate the group. The more profound the speaking, the longer the period of 
time needed to absorb it. 

5. Do not formulate what you want to say while someone else is speaking. 

We cannot fully listen if we are thinking about what we want to say next. Notice that these guidelines are inter-related. If 
the group is genuinely trying to live by the guidelines, you do not have to formulate what you want to say while someone 
else is speaking because you feel confident that there will be spaces of silence in which you can let your thoughts come 
together. Remember that discernment is not for the purpose of persuasion or prevailing. Its goal is to become aligned with 
God. _ 

6. Speak for yourself only; expressing your own thoughts and feelings, referring to your own 
experiences. 

Avoid being hypothetical. Steer away from broad generalizations. In spiritual discernment we are trying to open ourselves to 
God’s love and wisdom by being as honest and guileless as possible. The desires and fears we express should be authentic 
and the information we present concrete and accurate. If we work with thoughts and feelings that people might have or 
events that could possibly occur; we are likely to get drawn into an intellectual exercise. On the other hand, if specific 
people have made threats in relation to an issue, it is appropriate to present such information. 

7. Do not challenge what others say. 

While it may sometimes be beneficial to challenge what a person says, spiritual discernment requires the safest possible 
environment in which people can explore their deepest thoughts and feelings without fear of being criticized. It is normal 
and healthy for people to have different points of view. Rather than saying, “1 Disagree,” those present can offer 
information from other sources, present alternative points of view, and recount divergent experiences. Jesus counseled us to 
let the weeds and wheat grow together until the harvest lest we uproot the wheat along with the weeds (Mt 13:29, 30) 

8. Listen to the group as a whole; be attuned to those who have not spoken verbally as well as to those 
who have. 

If members of a group observe with all of their senses and notice each person in relation to the others, they are likely to 
become attuned to the needs of one another and draw together as one. 

9. Generally, leave space for anyone who may want to speak a first time before speaking a second time 
yourself. 

Some people need more time than others to find the words to speak. Try to leave adequate pauses to accommodate those 
people. It may even be necessary to say, “Is there anyone who has not spoken who wants to do so?” On the other hand, do 
not call on people or look at them in ways that could put pressure on them to speak when the Spirit may not be moving them 
to do so. 

10. Hold your desires and opinions - even your convictions - lightly. 

No person or group of people can comprehend God. No matter how intelligent and spiritual we are, our minds are 
minuscule compared with the mind of God. Our grasp of reality is always limited. We need not discard our convictions. 

But it behooves us to hold them lightly as if they were resting on our open hands. In this way, we invite God to take them 
from us to refine them, strengthen them, or perhaps replace them. 


These ten steps are incorporated into the format of many of the meetings in the VPL 
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self-study process and day of discernment for the composite summary. These skills are 
essential to the practice of discernment which leads to communion. 

Communion and Discernment Are Both Achieved Through Principle-Centered 
Leadership 

The first two themes of this project are communion and discernment. The third theme 
is principle-centered leadership. In order to share anything in communion, we must first 
know what we have to share. The VPL process of self-study assists parishes in 
discovering what they have to offer (areas of vibrancy) and what they might want to 
receive in order to enhance vibrancy (areas of challenge). The practice of principle- 
centered leadership facilitates the self-study process in discernment, leading to 
communion - growing together in Christ. 

In his collection Who Moved My Cheese ?, Dr. Spencer Johnson addresses ways of 
dealing with change. This series includes a book that anecdotally tells the story of mice 
and “littlepeople” in search of Cheese. Based upon the book, Dr. Johnson has created a 
multi-media interactive learning program intended to assist organizations in dealing with 
change. The program includes a video, Power Point presentation, Presenter’s Handbook, 
and Participant Guide. I have found this series to be effective, and have modified it for 
use in a number of ministerial settings over the past few years. The concept of change 
leadership is influential throughout the VPL process. 

The Who Moved My Cheese program utilizes “the cheese language” as a fun and 
effective way of talking with others about change, leading to a method of thinking that 
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will accelerate an organization’s ability to change 80 . 

“Cheese” is a symbol for whatever is important to you - the way you do your job, 
relationships with other people, health, peace of mind, etc. The more important cheese 
is to you, the more you want to hold onto it. The quicker you let go of old cheese, the 
sooner you find new cheese. Smell the cheese often so you know when it is getting 
old. 81 

The Maze is where you look for Cheese - your organization, community, or family. 
There is always New Cheese in the Maze, whether you believe it or not. It is safer to 
search in the maze than to remain in a cheeseless situation. If you do not change, you 
can become extinct! 82 

The Who Moved My Cheese story focuses on four characters: Sniff, Scurry, Hem, and 
Haw. Sniff is a mouse who can smell change in the air. Scurry goes into action 
immediately. Hem does not want to change. Haw is startled by change, but then laughs at 
himself, changes, and moves on to enjoy New Cheese.* 3 These characters are parts of all 
of us, and make up any parish organization. The challenge is to recognize these traits and 
use them to help us deal with change. For example, “Sniffs” can help create a vision of 
New Cheese by sniffing out change and its opportunities. “Scurrys” are energetic and like 
to get things done quickly. They want to work with organizations and be in families that 
value action and results. “Hems” are too afraid to change, and they do not realize the 
danger in not changing. Hems need to see that changing will increase their sense of 


80 Spenser Johnson, Who Moved My Cheese? The Cheese Experience - Presenter's 
Handbook (1999, Available from the author at www.WhoMovedMyCheese.com), 4. 

81 Ibid., 15-16, 20-21. 

82 Ibid., 15, 17-18. 

83 Ibid., 23. 
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security. “Haws” are reluctant to change, but can adapt in time. 84 

The underlying philosophy of the program is that Change Imposed is Change 
Opposed - change occurs best when what needs to be changed is decided by the group. 
Recognizing this value, Bishop Pilla created VPL as a self-study with the emphasis on 
each parish deciding what is best for them. Communion can never exist in the face of 
opposition. There have been examples where leadership has imposed change on a church 
community, and the result has been dissension, division, and alienation, which leads us 
away from communion. Pilla says in his letter, “I believe that our efforts to respond to the 
realities of growth and decline (change) must be guided by a process that itself is vibrant, 
one that ‘builds up’ (communion).” 85 Pilla would rather have communities decide for 
themselves what is best for themselves. 

Applying these concepts to our Church today, we need to embrace change and tap into 
the passion and skills of our communities to forge the vision of our church going forward. 
There will always be those people who hold us back, and other individuals who expend 
much energy, but without proper focus. The challenge is to discern who we as a church 
want to be, where the Lord is calling us, and what is the best path to make that vision 
reality. In order to effect change, there must be consensus among the participants and a 
passion for bringing about the new vision. 

Johnson notes that scripturally, all are called to change: 

People do not put new wine into old wineskins. Otherwise the skins burst, the wine 

s4 Ibid., PowerPoint presentation, slides 66-69. 

85 VPL pastoral letter, 4. 
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spills out, and the skins are ruined. Rather, they pour new wine into fresh wineskins, 
and both are preserved. 86 

The one who sat on the throne said, “Behold, I make all things new.” 87 
From Abram’s journey in Genesis, to Moses leading the Israelites out of Egypt, to 
more modem times of Vatican II, Christianity is rich with examples of the need to 
embrace change. We are new wine, and we cannot be contained. We are bursting out of 
old language and old rituals. Christ calls us to live the vision of justice, peace, and mutual 
relationships. Mutual relationships create new forms and symbols. 

We cannot be contained. We can wait no longer. Our message is too urgent. Our 
gifts are too precious. Our vision is too compelling. New visions become new 
realities. New realities create new expressions. It is time to paint the vision. Live the 
vision. 

In a parish setting, “living the vision” can only happen when leadership is rooted in 
vision, and when parishioners join together to embrace the vision. In order to talk about 
how communion is fostered in parish life, one needs to examine how relationships are 
established among individuals. Stephen Covey, who has applied models of human 
development to a style of leadership, describes the growth of leaders as progressing from 
dependence to independence to interdependence. Communion can only be established 
when two independent people relate to each other interdependently. Interdependence 
requires maturity, which leads to greater acceptance of the changes inherent with growth. 


86 Matthew: 9:17 NAB. 
x7 Revelation 21:5 NAB. 

88 Jann Aldredge-Clanton, Praying with Christ-Sophia - Services for Healing and Renewal 
(Twenty-Third Publications, 1996). 
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Emphasis is placed is placed on the journey. Covey outlines this in a framework of seven 
habits. 

This paper describes Covey’s writing because his notion of “Win/Win” embraces the 
concept of communion. As a pastor, it is important to engender among the congregation a 
sense of ownership and a common direction, which fosters communion. A parish divided 
can never be a vibrant parish. Today’s culture makes demands on all of us, pastors and 
laity. There is so little time and energy that what we do needs to be done effectively. We 
have to make choices on where to use our limited resources, and it is a priority for all 
pastors to use them most effectively, to foster this win/win situation or communion. This 
is a style of leadership I personally embrace, because I find it important to be proactive; to 
keep in mind the “big picture”. I was energized when I read the VPL pastoral because it 
seems to bring together these concepts of personal leadership and planning, leading to 
communion, which is at the very heart of who we are as church. 

Stephen Covey describes an effective leader as having seven habits: 1) Be proactive; 
2) Begin with the end in mind; 3) Put first things first; 4) Think win/win; 5) Seek first to 
understand, then to be understood; 6) Synergize; and 7) Sharpen the saw. 

The underlying theory of Covey’s writing is that the process is as important as the 
outcome. An effective person can’t skip a habit in the progression. The habits are in 
harmony with natural laws of growth; they provide an incremental, sequential, highly 
integrated approach to the development of personal and interpersonal effectiveness. They 
move us progressively on a Maturity Continuum from dependence to independence to 
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interdependence. 89 

Dependence is where you take care of me, or you are responsible for me. 

Independence is where I take care of myself; I am responsible. Interdependence requires 
maturity and the ability to act out of one’s independence, to foster an interdependent 
relationship with another independent person. Interdependency manifests itself when we 
say “we can do it”; when we combine our best abilities and create something greater. The 
movement from dependence to independence to interdependence is a first critical step 
before any other habit can be achieved. Communion, which is sought in the VPL process, 
is grounded in independent people relating to one another interdependently. Thus, 
independence is necessary for communion to take place. 

The habits become the basis of a person’s character, creating an empowering center of 
correct maps from which an individual can effectively solve problems, maximize 
opportunities, and continually learn and integrate other principles in an upward spiral of 
growth. 90 

Church leaders, ordained and lay, need to have strong personal character. They need 
to lead as the gospel calls, with the notion of service and integrity. Integrity and service 
are the correct maps from which a good church leader effectively solves problems. 
Collaboration and the sharing of resources maximizes the ability to bring the body of 
Christ to life. The more we work together, the more vibrant parishes become, the greater 


89 Stephen R. Covey, The Seven Habits of Highly Effective People: Powerful Lessons in 
Personal Change (New York, NY: Fireside, 1990), 49. 

"Ibid., 52. 
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the effectiveness in fostering the mission of the church, which is communion - growing 
together in Christ. 

#1: Be Proactive - Principles of Personal Vision 

Covey’s first principle is to be proactive. In discernment, where prayer and process 
meet, the focus in not being responsive or reactive. Rather, we are proactive; we are 
leading and creating our future, mindful of the vision God has for us. Stephen Covey 
indicates that being proactive signifies more than taking initiative. “It means that we are 
responsible for our own life.” 91 As church leaders, we are responsible to be proactive. 
Our behavior is a function of the choices we make, not what happens outside of 
ourselves. Responsibility --> Response - ability —> the ability to choose our responses. 
Our behavior is based on our conscious choice; it is based on principled values, rather 
than based on whimsical feelings. 

Reactive people are affected by things outside of themselves: their physical condition, 
the weather, how they feel, their mood, what other people in the group think (peer 
pressure), etc. Proactive people carry within themselves the skills they need to make 
things happen. The VPL process intends to empower proactive leaders to create the 
vibrant life to which we are called, instead of passively reacting to the circumstances of 
the times. The point of discernment is not to change the past, but to affect the future - a 
future in which God’s will is the focus. 

The formation of leadership encouraged by the VPL initiative is not an old-time 
leadership of being pushy, obnoxious, or aggressive (Father knows best). The kind of 

91 Ibid., 71. 
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leadership that is fostered recognizes our responsibility (combined ordained and laity) to 
make things happen. It is a shift of focus from traditional clericalism to taking ownership 
of our future. Stephen Covey says, “Our basic nature is to act, and not be acted upon. As 
well as enabling us to choose our response to particular circumstances, this empowers us 

• - «QO 

to create circumstances. 

We hear examples of reactive and proactive language every day. For example, 
reactive people speak in terms of “there’s nothing I can do...”, “That’s just the way I 
am...”, or “If only...”. Acting and speaking proactively, we use language like “Let’s look 
at our alternatives...”, “I can choose a different approach...”, and “I will...”. 93 The VPL 
process calls us to be proactive, setting the direction in which we are heading. 

Among the faithful, we sometimes hear, “if only we could go back to the way it 
was...”. But planning is about the future - there is no going back. Pastoral planning is 
rooted in the proactive, not in the reactive. We choose what we value. We set the 
direction. We recognize and choose what gives us life. 

A guide into our own proactivity can be illuminated by observing where we focus our 
time and energy. Covey refers to this as our Circle of Concern. Within that circle of 
what occupies our time and energy, there are some things over which we have no real 
control, and others that we can do something about. Covey refers to this inner circle as 
the Circle of Influence. Proactive people focus their attention and efforts in the Circle of 
Influence and work on things they have control over. Reactive people focus on their 

92 Ibid., 75. 


93 Ibid., 78. 
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Circle of Concern and concentrate on the weaknesses of others. When reactive people 
work within their Circle of Concern, they empower the things within it to control them. 94 
Figure 2.5: Covey’s Circles of Influence and Concern 



With the limited resources we face, we need to be planning within our Circle of 
Influence and we need to influence those things over which we have control. In the past, 
we as the church may have attempted to control others. A mature and effective leader 
realizes that the only control we have is over oneself. Covey describes three types of 
control: direct, indirect, and no control. We have direct control over problems involving 
our own behavior. We only have indirect control over problems involving other people’s 
behavior. We have no control over problems we can do nothing about, such as our past or 
situational realities. 

With the proactive approach, the first step in the solution of all three kinds of 
problems lies within our present Circle of Influence. Proactive people expand their Circle 

94 Ibid., 84. 
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of Influence. Reactive people allow what is “out there” to control them. 95 

As pastor, one of the challenges I face is fostering an environment of trust so people 
expand their circle of influence, knowing that with God, all things are possible. If we 
want to bring about the Reign of God, we need to be proactive, widen our circle of 
influence, and encourage others to do the same. 

#2: Begin with the End in Mind - Principles of Personal Leadership 

As planners, we need to stay focused on the big picture, or recognize the need for 
Covey’s second habit: to begin with the end in mind. As pastoral planner, the outcome is 
communion, growing together in Christ. Covey uses the example of a blueprint existing 
before a building is built. Any planning process must also have a blueprint, providing the 
direction. We consciously choose that direction. The way discernment mediates the 
desired outcome of communion is through a planning process. An essential component of 
the planning process is keeping the end in mind, and VPL tries to capture this concept. It 
is a shift in focus, from “things are happing to us” to “we make things happen”. 

Stephen Covey suggest we should be people of design, rather than people of default. 
He says, “if we are unaware, if we are not proactive, then we put all circumstances and 
others outside our circle of influence, and much of our lives are experienced by default.” 96 

Covey articulates that first we need a plan, before we can implement and manage it. In 
the VPL self-study process, the first focus is the desired outcome (where we want to be) 
not the process (how we get there). This reinforces the notion of first things first: 

95 Ibid., 89. 

96 Ibid., 100. 
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Leadership is the first creation. Management is the second. Leaders offer vision, or 
destination, or a compass, and focus less on the need for a detailed road map. Leaders see 
the “big picture”. It is essential that those who are leading the VPL process are true 
leaders. Covey later states that “effectiveness does not depend solely on how much effort 
we expend, but on whether or not the effort we expend is in the right place.” 97 This 
echoes my personal experience as pastor. We feel exhausted when we spin our wheels, 
but an intentional process can lead us to vibrancy. First we determine where we are going, 
then we work on how to get there. 

Proactivity is based on the unique human endowment of self-awareness. There are 
two other unique human attributes that help us to expand our proactivity and exercise 
personal leadership: imagination and conscience. Through imagination, we can visualize 
the uncreated world of potential that lies within us. Through conscience we come into 
contact with the universal laws and principles that guide us. These are the Traditions of 
our faith; gospel values such as serving the poor, helping those in need, loving one’s 
neighbor as oneself. We need to have conscious awareness of these universal principles in 
order to become our own first creator. 

We can write our own script when we exercise all three of these attributes: self- 
awareness, imagination and conscience. Because I am self-aware, have imagination and 
conscience, I can examine my deepest values. 1 ’* To begin with the end in mind means to 
approach my role in life with my values and directions clear. I need to be responsible for 

97 Ibid., 101. 

98 Ibid., 103. 
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my own first creation. 

Discernment is not possible without self-awareness, imagination, or conscience. If we 
are going to determine a future direction that includes God, these three attributes must be 
present. At the very heart of this project was communicating the idea of imagining new 
possibilities. To truly grow and reach the potential to which we are called, we must dream 
beyond the boundaries of resources or current structure. Part of the culture backdrop in a 
church setting is including God in our decision-making. 

As church leaders, we are called to be principle-centered. Covey describes four life 
support factors: Security, Guidance, Wisdom, and Power. Security is trusting in what is 
unchangeable about our beliefs. Applied to Christianity, security is trusting that the 
potential for redemption is here in our midst. It is a faith in the covenant that God won’t 
abandon us. Guidance is our inner compass. At the core of our faith is the guidance of the 
Spirit. Wisdom is the judgement provided when we grow through experience and learn 
from our mistakes. Power is limited only by understanding, encouraging a high level of 
inter-dependence. For example, consider the power of people like Ghandi, Mother Teresa, 
or Martin Luther King, Jr. All three of these, though not necessarily powerful because of 
physical size or attributes, had much power due to their tenacity and integrity. With these 
four life support factors, our ability to act reaches far beyond our resources." If change is 
powered by principle-centered leadership, it is much more effective. 

We are a church with a mission. Covey states, “a mission statement becomes your 
constitution, the solid expression of your vision and values. It becomes the criterion by 

"Ibid., 124. 
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which you measure everything else in your life.” 100 As part of the Visions and Goals 
process, parishes were invited to create a mission statement. While the core of the 
church’s mission remains static (i.e., bringing about the Reign of God), the vision of how 
this is lived may change as it adapts to circumstances. That’s why a self-assessment 
process is vital: it identifies the circumstances and determines what we need to be doing 
to bring about our mission. 

#3: Put First Things First - Principles of Personal Management 

All of us have limited resources. To make the most of what we have, we need to place 
our attention on tasks that allow us to be most focused on our mission. We need to put 
first things first. Stephen Covey’s time management matrix provides a perspective on the 
things we should be doing to bring about our mission. 

Figure 2.6: The Time Management Matrix 101 
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100 rbid., 129. 
101 Ibid., 151. 
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In Figure 2.6, Covey describes daily activities by placing them in four categories. He 
suggests we should spend most of our time doing Important and Not Urgent activities; in 
his matrix these are in quadrant II. The results of quadrant II are: vision, perspective, 
balance, discipline, control, few crises. Pastoral planning assists in keeping the parish in 
quadrant II activities. How we spend our time and limited resources must foster our 
values. As a church, we form disciples. We must spend our resources to foster 
discipleship. 

#4: Think Win/Win - Principles of Interpersonal Leadership 

Win/Win, which is Covey’s fourth habit, is a frame of mind and heart that constantly 
seeks mutual benefit in all human interactions. Win/Win means that agreements or 
solutions are mutually beneficial and mutually satisfying. With a Win/Win solution, all 
parties feel good about the decision and feel committed to the action plan. Win/Win sees 
life as cooperative, not a competitive arena. In the processes outlined by VPL, we are 
encouraged to use Win/Win thinking. For example, the use of consensus (everyone 
leaving the table satisfied) and discernment (choosing from among good options) both 
reflect Win/Win thinking. 

Most people tend to think in terms of dichotomies: strong or weak, hardball or 
softball, win or lose. Covey believes, however, that kind of thinking is fundamentally 
flawed. It is based on power and position rather than on principle. Win/Win is based on 
the paradigm that there is plenty for everybody, and that one person’s success is not 
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achieved at the exclusion of the success of others. 102 

At the heart of the VPL pastoral letter, as well as the heart of many of the gospel 
stories (turning the other cheek, multiplication of the loaves and fish), is that one person’s 
success is not achieved at the exclusion of others’ successes. This thinking is in direct 
opposition to climbing the ladder in corporate society. It is a much more gospel-centered 
way of life, and difficult to live in our culture. Collaboration is people working together 
in communion, which is a Win/Win situation. 

This habit involves the principles of interpersonal leadership, which is really a 
culmination of all the previous habits. 

Effective interpersonal leadership requires the visions, the proactive initiative and 
the security, guidance, wisdom and power that comes from principle-centered 
personal leadership. 

The principle of Win/Win is fundamental to success in all our interactions, and it 
embraces five interdependent dimensions of life. It begins with character and moves 
toward relationships , out of which flow agreement. It is nurtured in an environment 
where structure and systems are based on Win/Win. And it involves process ; we 
cannot achieve Win/Win ends with Win/Lose or Lose/Win means. 103 

In our moral theology, the ends never justify the means. 

I believe as a leader that the practice of discernment can, indeed, foster communion. 

The mediation between discernment and communion is leaders who practice the qualities 

of character, relationships, and agreements. Covey describes character as built on 

Integrity, Maturity, and Abundance Mentality: there is enough for everyone. VPL is about 

abundance: not what we don’t have, but what we do have. 


I02 lbid., 207. 
103 Ibid., 216. 
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Covey goes on to say that relationships are built on trust. Trust means that we are 
open to one another and to God. This trust is essential to the practice of discernment. 
Trust is also essential to the establishment of communion. If there is no trust between 
people, there is no communion. 

Lastly, Covey describes agreements: From relationships flow the agreements that give 
definition and direction to Win/Win. Agreements help to foster collaboration and 
communion, which are primary outcomes of the VPL process. Agreements are about the 
how: moving from the vision, or the big picture, to how to bring about that vision. It is a 
movement from leadership to management, or what’s been agreed upon. In the Win/Win 
agreement, the following five elements are made very explicit: 


Figure 2.7: Elements to a Win/Win Agreement 

Desired results (not methods) identify what is to be done and when. 

Guidelines specify the parameters (principles, polices, etc.) within which results are to 
be accomplished. 

Resources identify the human, financial, technical, or organizational support available 
to help accomplish the results. 

Accountability sets up the standards of performance and the time of evaluation. 

Consequences specify - good and bad, natural and logical - what does and will happen 
as a result of the evaluation. 


Without the presence of these qualities, a Win/Win agreement can never be reached, or 
communion fostered. For example, in a church community where the leadership is not 
accountable to the assembly, a Win/Win or communal situation is impossible. 

#5: Seek First to Understand, Then to be Understood - Principles of Empathic 
Com m un ication 

Habit five requires empathetic listening; seeking first to understand and then to be 
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understood. “In empathetic listening, you listen with your ears, but you also, and more 
importantly, listen with your eyes and with your heart. You listen for behavior, you use 
your right brain as well as your left. You sense, you intuit, you feel.” 104 One listens to 
understand. One is focused on receiving the deep communication of another human soul. 
When using trust and empathetic listening, one listens without judgement. This is at the 
heart of discernment, and at the heart of Appreciative Inquiry and Town Hall sessions. 
When listening, the only responses are “tell me more”, or “thank you”. One does not add 
opinion; one just listens. Empathetic listening is emphasized in the workshop “Making 
Sense of What You Have Heard”. 

At the very heart of the self-study process is this principle: Seek first to understand, or 
diagnose before you prescribe. 10 ' In order to establish mission or vision or direction, we 
first need to understand where we are. The VPL self-study process asks parishes to keep 
an eye toward areas of vibrancy (what is done well), areas of challenge (what needs to be 
improved), and areas of possible collaboration (areas of vibrancy or challenge that could 
be shared). 

As people learn to listen deeply to other people, they discover tremendous differences 
in how different people perceive the same situation. The adage “truth is in the eye of the 
beholder” is accurate. They also begin to appreciate the impact that these differences can 
have as people try to work together in interdependent situations. 106 Parishes try to achieve 


l04 Ibid., 241. 
I05 lbid., 243. 
106 Ibid., 253. 
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unity (communion), rather than uniformity, appreciating the differences of all involved 
and using that to build vibrancy. Recall Paul’s letter to the Corinthians: 

There are different kinds of spiritual gifts but the same Spirit; there are different 
forms of service but the same Lord; there are different workings but the same God 
who produces all of them in everyone... As a body is one though it has many parts, and 
all the parts of the body, though many, are one body, so also Christ...so that there may 
be no division in the body, but that the parts may have the same concern for one 
another. 107 

Knowing how to be understood is the other half of Habit five, and is equally critical in 
reaching Win/Win solutions. It is important in interdependent situations for us to be 
understood. Both listening to understand, and being understood, are important - but they 
must occur in that order. 

#6: Synergize - Principles of Creative Cooperation 

The ultimate outcome of the VPL process is synergy which is Covey’s sixth habit. 
Synergy, simply defined, is that the whole is greater than the sum of its parts. It means 
that the relationship of the parts to each other is a factor in and of itself. It is not only a 
factor, but “the most catalytic, the most empowering, the most unifying, and the most 
exciting part.” 108 While synergy is the outcome and the reason for collaboration, it is also 
experienced through discernment and the fostering of communion along the way. Again, 
the process is as important as the outcome. 

Deeply embodied in the VPL pastoral letter is the notion that we are one diocese with 
many parishes, not many parishes who happen to share a diocese. There is a synergy that 


10 I Cor. 12:4-6, 12, 25 NAB (New American Bible). 
l08 Covey, The Seven Habits, 263. 
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exists between each parish, and we believe that as a diocese we are more effective - we 
more truly bring about the Reign of God - when we are a community, belonging to one 
another, rather than acting as individual parishes. Synergy fuels collaboration. 

As trust increases and cooperation increases, we are stronger than we could ever be 
apart. This brings about a Win/Win situation. For example, the process of parish 
members coming together to complete their Composite Summary was truly synergistic - a 
feeling palpable among the participants. Without trust and cooperation, this would not 
have been possible. 

Valuing the differences among group members is the essence of synergy, and the key 
to valuing those differences is to realize that all people see the world, not as it is, but as 
they are." 19 We are always subjective. We as Church need to value the power of 
communion and the power of synergy. In a planning process, there is never true 
objectivity. While data is important, equally important is what the data means to the 
people involved. Everything is related to everything else. The key to awareness in self- 
assessment as a parish is to embrace our differences and to build upon the vibrancy 
engendered by these differences. 

#7: Sharpen the Saw - Principles of Balanced Self-Renewal 

In order to sustain the six previous habits, it is important to preserve and enhance 
one’s greatest asset: oneself. Covey defines the seventh habit as sharpening the saw and 
identifies it having four components: Physical - exercise, nutrition, stress management; 
Spiritual - value clarification and commitment, study and meditation; Mental - reading, 

l09 Ibid., 277. 
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visualizing, planning, writing; and Social/Emotional - service, empathy, synergy, intrinsic 
security. 

To become an interdependent person, one must be healthy, balancing these 
components. So, too, an organization needs to periodically sharpen the saw. As a parish 
organization, we do this through renewal, retreats, Missions, and self-assessment. Some 
of these components are a part of the self-study process. 

Like any human being who goes through stages of development from dependence, 
independence, to interdependence, so, too, an organization proceeds through these stages. 
Vibrancy has to be real, not just imagined. To be a vibrant church takes authentic living 
of the gospel of Jesus and to effectively proclaim, live, and bring about the gospel in our 
world. A vibrant parish is an effective parish. An effective parish is a vibrant parish. 
Collaboration is an inter-dependent movement. Viewing a parish unto itself is much more 
dependent. If the parishioners are solely dependent on the pastor for direction, the 
parent/child relationship of dependency prohibits true collaboration and stifles the 
freedom necessary for discernment. 



CHAPTER THREE: Research Design and Methodology 

Introduction 

As stated in Chapter One of this paper, this project is a reflection on the importance 
of, and relationship between, discernment and the process of implementing a parish self- 
study, and the final planning that study takes (completion of a Composite Summary). 
Specifically, the process of discernment, as discussed in Chapter Two, is vital to effective 
practice of the parish self-study. Chapter Two also provides a context for the current 
planning initiative known as Vibrant Parish Life. 

This chapter is divided into three sections. First, it looks at the conceptual framework 
of the project, discussing the relationships between discernment, consensus, the self-study 
process, the skills needed to run a consensus meeting, and the Composite Summary that 
ultimately results. Second, it provides a detailed depiction of the workshop itself. Finally, 
this chapter presents an outline of the means used to evaluate the workshop. 

Conceptual Framework 

In order to understand my project, “Making Sense of What You Have Heard”, it is 
important to be aware of the VPL process leading up to this workshop. Bishop Pilla’s 
pastoral letter was promulgated in February of 2001, and in March, the VPL Task Force 
first gathered. 110 At the diocesan level, VPL was introduced to Cleveland parishes in the 
early months of 2002. Each participating parish chose a VPL Coordinating team, who 
then attended orientation sessions that provided catechesis concerning VPL. Beginning 
with a formal commitment to the VPL program on the feast of the Body and Blood of 

"°See Sample Time line, in Appendix A. 


- 68 - 



-69- 


Christ, and going forward through the summer, the VPL coordinating teams decided on 
their Self-Study Plan, including choice of listening process. Training was provided, not 
only on the self-study process, but also on group leadership dynamics, listening methods, 
and demographics. The diocese offered supplemental training for those parishes planning 
to host a VPL Mission. 

Once parish assessments and listening processes were conducted, the diocese 
provided further training to assist in interpreting and summarizing the results. Along with 
members of the VPL Task Force, I conducted five of these workshops, to facilitate the 
scheduling needs of the 138 attending parishes. To conclude the formal VPL process, 
collaboration workshops and facilitator training were conducted in the spring and summer 
of 2003. The diocese also provided resources as needed to begin building conversations 
between parishes regarding sharing of ministries. The intent of VPL is to continue 
implementation of the self-study findings, in the form of collaborative ministries/clusters, 
building on the areas of vibrancy, and being attentive to the areas of challenge. 

One cannot objectively evaluate the outcome of a self-study - in this case, the results 
of the self-study being the Composite Summary - rather, one can only evaluate the 
process used to conduct the self-study. Therefore, the hypothesis for this project is that 
communion (the desired outcome) is best fostered through spiritual discernment (the 
process). In order to achieve true spiritual discernment, a number of factors must be in 
place. First, participants must know and trust each other. The participants must 
understand the concept of discernment. Participants must be open to the work of the 
Spirit in their midst. Finally, all data must be synthesized and the legwork done prior to 
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the retreat day where the Composite Summary is discerned, because participants must 
have time and opportunity to understand and pray over the data prior to sharing the retreat 
day. 

Thus, participation in the Composite Summary retreat day must be precipitated by 
taking part in the entire VPL process, in relationship with the other participants. 

Continuity is important so that all members of the retreat day have shared experiences and 
developed trust. The number of people, depth of relationship, and level of participation in 
the VPL process make a huge difference in the quality of the results stemming from the 
retreat. 

Following is a figure depicting the framework model used in designing the workshop. 
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The workshop, “Making Sense of What You Have Heard”, includes four primary 
elements. First, the workshop must take place through the discipline of discernment. The 
concept of “Making Sense” includes not only the voice of the people (consensus), but the 
voice God (discernment). Its intent is to make meaning of all that has been heard through 
the self-study process. The next element is that discernment and consensus must take 
place in a structured process. The process involves self-study, as framed in the VPL 
structure. The third element is the group of skills needed to facilitate the self-study 
process, through discernment and consensus. The fourth element is the Composite 
Summary, which is an expression of communion - growing together in Christ, where 
humanity and divinity meet. 

Discernment is a spiritual practice that invites God, who is Father, Son and Holy 
Spirit, into the process of making decisions among “good” things. 111 Chapter Two looks 
in depth at discernment, which can be described as: 

Discernment is the disciplined and honest attempt to discover what God is 
doing in our parish and what God’s will is for our parish. Discernment subjects 
our biases, preferences and convictions to scrutiny. Just because a survey or 
listening process indicates an individual’s or a parish’s priorities and preferences, 
those priorities and preferences must themselves be examined in the light of the 
Reign of God as it is unfolding in this time and place. Ultimately, it is the voice 
of God for which we listen and to which we must hearken in all our 
processes . 112 


11 ‘There is a distinction between the practice of discernment and moral decision-making. 
In moral decision-making, one is choosing between right and wrong, good and evil. 
Discernment presumes that one has already as a starting point considered the morality of 
the decision. Discernment is choosing among the good and moral options that God 
provides. 

ll2 Self Study materials, 2-5. 
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Consensus is a method of arriving at decisions where all in the group can support the 
decision that is made. The use of Roberts’ Rules of Orders and voting where majority 
rules creates an environment of winners and losers. The ones who lose can create 
“negative energy” that “holds back” the forward momentum of the winning decision. In a 
consensual environment, the desired outcome is not unanimity but a decision that 
everyone can support. A person could say, “That would not be my decision, but I can 
support what has been decided.” Stephen Covey describes this as an experience of 
“Win/Win.” 

The difference between consensus and discernment is that discernment introduces 
God’s will into the equation. Consensus can be reached without prayer or without 
concern for God’s plan. To build communion - growing together in Christ, the VPL 
process includes more than consensus. It uses discernment to sense the Reign of God. To 
help better illuminate this concept, the VPL Task Force prepared self-study materials that 
address a framework for discernment. 

Sensing the Reign of God is not always very easy. There are many “voices” that can 
be heard both in our personal lives and in the lives of our faith communities. It takes 
time, patience, insight and practice to sense the Reign of God in our midst. The self- 
study materials describe the mystery and complexity of sensing the Reign of God: 

The vibrancy for which parishes strive is rooted in and reflective of the Reign of 
God as preached, revealed and unfolded in the ministry of Jesus. Ultimately it is this 
Reign of God which ought to be the measure of vibrancy and its determining 
influence. This means that all the surveys we do, all the listening processes in which 
we engage, and all the data about parish life which we accumulate will have to be 
examined in this larger mystery. 

But the Reign of God is as elusive as it is present. It is already and not yet. Surely 
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there were some things Jesus could say about God’s Reign: It is a reign of justice and 
peace, kindness and truth. Its greatest commandments are love of God and love of 
neighbor. But Jesus seemed reluctant to define the Reign of God in too much detail. 
Instead, he invited people to discover what he meant by the Reign of God as they 
witnessed the signs he performed and heard the parables he taught. Therefore, when 
we appeal to the Reign of God as the measure and the determining influence of our 
vibrancy, it is a standard which continues to be as elusive and as present as it was in 
Jesus’ day. 

All this means that there is a difference between accumulating and interpreting 
data according to the legitimate processes of the social sciences and utilizing that data 
in a process of discernment. 113 

The self-study materials encourage VPL coordinating teams to make faith sharing a 
part of every meeting. It was suggested that the reading of Sunday’s Gospel be followed 
with time for individual faith sharing. It was the hope of the VPL Task Force that the 
process would foster the spirit of discernment, in order to engender trust among its 
members and to allow an environment to be formed where participants could better 
appreciate one another. Participants would begin to know one another in different ways 
and grow together as a small faith community. 

During the self-study process, VPL Coordinating Teams are encouraged to be open to 
new possibilities for their parish. In Chapter 2 of the self-study materials, the VPL Task 
Force presented these questions to assist participants in fostering an openness to God and 
openness to new possibilities: 114 


113 Ibid. 

,l4 Ibid. 



-75- 


Figure 3.2: Faith-Sharing Discussion Questions 

(1) How do my own preferences and priorities for vibrant parish life compare with: 

- the experience of other parishioners; 

- the historical experience of our parish; 

- the current needs of our parish and wider community; 

- the vision of church and parish articulated in the catechetical materials provided for the VPL 
process? 

(2) How is what we are doing at our parish related to the Reign of God as it is preached and revealed by 

Jesus? 

- Is it expressive of God’s Reign? 

- Does it draw us and others more deeply into the Reign of God? 

- Does it obscure the Reign of God? 

(3) What do I as an individual and we as a parish need to change in order to more fully serve the Reign 

of God? 


(4) How is God at work in our parish right now, and what is God asking of us in our place and time? 

(5) A helpful exercise may be to seek and explore parables of the Reign of God that are being lived in 

our parish. Such parables might begin, as did so many of the parables of Jesus, with the phrase, 
“The Reign of God is like...” The content of the parable might be an experience, activity, specific 
ministerial encounter of someone in our parish. The parable could be proclaimed and then 
“unpacked” for its reiteration and new disclosure of the mystery of God’s Reign. This could be 
done over and over again. 


To facilitate deeper listening, deliberate and prayerful attention to the above questions 
is encouraged. When all participants have opportunity to share their thoughts, and listen 
to one another, trust is fostered, the group grows as community, and members become 
more open to each other and to the voice of God. Doing this exercise at each meeting 
serves as “practice”, honing discernment skills. Discernment in a group happens among 
discerning individuals. 

The parish self-study calls for a gradual process of discovery, summary and synthesis. 
This method allows for consensus among the participants to be reached over time. Some 
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people need time to “sleep on it”. The following figure was presented in the self-study 
materials 115 : 


Figure 3.3: Parish Self-Study Building Blocks 

Building Blocks for your Parish Self-Study 



One of the underlying presumptions of the self-study materials, prepared by the VPL 
Task Force, is that parishes would work through the steps sequentially. The context 
within which this figure was presented reinforces the notion that the process is as 


"^Self-Study materials, 1-7. 
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important as the outcome. Chapters 3 and 7, omitted in the above figure, address 
Statistics and parishes with schools involved in the planning process, respectively. 

At the conclusion of Chapters 5 and 6, summary documents are to be completed. The 
summary documents are intended to help participants make meaning, interpret, and 
synthesize the information along the way. It is easy to become overwhelmed by such 
large amounts of information. The process encourages agreement throughout each step. 
Participant consensus regarding “the meaning of the information” or “implication for 
future ministry” is absolutely essential if the outcome of prayer and process - discernment 
and consensus - is communion, which is growing together in Christ. 

The impact of discernment and consensus leading a parish community to communion 
- growing together in Christ, where humanity and divinity meet, can be very profound. 
Fostering communion and community where people agree upon and move toward a 
common goal, puipose, or vision is very difficult. The second habit of Stephen Covey, 
“begin with the end in mind”, can be applied here. The ultimate purpose of church 
ministry is communion leading to salvation. Without keeping this in mind, our planning 
process can be led astray. 

Communion is best fostered through a process and is reached when people grow in 
understanding of one another, agreement is fomied, and a common vision is established. 
The process of consensus is effective in forming an agreed-upon vision that everyone can 
support. Consensus alone is not enough in the fostering of communion in an 
ecclesial/church setting. Especially in the Catholic church, consensus among the 
assembly is not the only thing that is important. The vision upon which the assembly 
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agrees needs to also be in agreement with what God wants us to do. Discernment 
describes the process which allows this agreement with God’s will to possibly be 
achieved. 


Figure 3.4: Organizational Development - Discernment 


ORGANIZATIONAL DEVELOPMENT MODEL - WITH USE OF DISCERNMENT RENDERING COMMUNION 


Organizational Development of Seif Assessment 

Listening at every level of the organization 


/ What Parishioners Think 

• Qualitative Listening: “What is Life Giving?” 

► Appreciative Inquiry 

' » Town Hall Meetings 

► Historidzing 

• Quanatative Listening: “How bnpoitant/How Weil Done? 

► Survey - Two Tailed 

/ What Ministers/Leadership Think 

• Administration 

• Caring 

• Celebrating 

• Evangelizing 

• Teaching-Faith Formation 

• Participating 

/ Other Assessments 

• Demographics: City/Parish 

• Facilities 

• Finances 

• Staffing 

• Liturgy 


% 


Consensus & Discernment 
What Parishioners Think 
+ Process & Prayer 
What Ministers/Leaders T hink 
+ Process & Prayer 
Other Assessments 


Discernment 
| What God Wants! | 

/ 


\ 

Composite Summary 

Areas of: 

Vibrancy 
Challenge 

Possible Collaboration 


COMMUNION 

Consensus Among 
Organization & God’s Will 


P 


The self-study process, leading to completion of the Composite Summary, is what 
links discemment/consensus and communion: growing together in Christ. If in fact 
communion cannot be achieved without a process, then it is absolutely imperative that a 
process be provided to help participants arrive at a common understanding of their areas 
of vibrancy, challenges and possible areas of collaboration. It is also important to note 
that the process is a self-study. Many different assessment models could have been 
chosen including a model where a team of “experts” conduct the assessment process. 
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There are strengths and weaknesses to either design. The VPL Task Force wanted to 
foster Bishop Pilla’s first conviction in the VPL pastoral letter. This was quoted in the 
introduction, but is worth being repeated here: 

I want the process that we use for developing ways of better sharing our resources 
and personnel to have the same qualities as the goal we are seeking to achieve. I 
believe that our efforts ... must be guided by process that itself is vibrant, one that 
‘builds up’ the experience of parish life for the people and the ministers. My hope 
that this process, for those who enter it sincerely, ... must encourage the faith life of 
the persons most directly affected. It demands that love of Christ, a charity beyond all 
telling, willingness for compromise and sacrifice, and a fidelity to the Gospel and the 
Church. 116 

In Who Moved My Cheese?, Dr. Johnson says that “change imposed is change 
opposed.” A self-study process is believed to achieve the “building up” of the faith 
community when community decides for themselves what is best for themselves. 

The whole purpose of VPL is to determine areas of parish vibrancy, areas of 
challenge, and areas of possible collaboration. To gather this information, three 
approaches are recommended by the VPL Task Force: listening to parishioners, ministry 
assessment by parish leadership, and other assessments. See Figure 3.5 


116 VPL pastoral letter, 1. 
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Figure 3.5: Organizational Development - Consensus 


ORGANIZATIONAL DEVELOPMENT MODEL - WITH USE OF CONSENSUS RENDERING COMPOSITE SUMMARY 


Organizational Development of Self Assessment 

Listening at every level of the organization 


/ What Parishioners Think 

• Qualitative Listening: ‘What is Life Giving?” 

► Appreciative Inquiry 

► Town Hall Meetings 

► Historicizing 

• Quanatative Listening: “How Important/How Well Done?’' 

► Survey - Two Tailed 

/ What Ministers/Leadership Think 

• Administration 

• Caring 

• Celebrating 

• Evangelizing 

• Teaching-Faith Formation 

• Participating 

/ Other Assessments 

• Demographics: City/Parish 

• Facilities 

• Finances 

• Staffing 

• Liturgy 


V 


Consensus 
What Parishioners Think 
+ Process 

What Ministers/Leaders Think 
+ Process 
Other Assessments 


V 

Composite Summary' 

Areas of: 

Vibrancy 
Challenge 

Possible Collaboration 


There are three primary resources to tap when it comes to self-study. The first are the 
parishioners themselves. The second source of information is the tangible, objective 
condition and surroundings of the parish. The third resource comes from the 
professional/volunteer ministry leaders. 

Parishioner input is solicited using a quantitative survey. A predetermined set of 
questions is made available to all parishes in the Cleveland diocese. Because the survey is 
standardized, a diocesan-wide distribution and scoring method can be utilized, but 
parishes are not able to change the wording of the survey. An on-line Survey Tool is 
provided for data entry and ranking of the survey data. The actual data entry is the 
responsibility of each parish. 

As described in Chapter Two, Appreciative Inquiry is a process of listening that 
involves one-on-one answers to questions about life in the parish. One of the 
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considerations in using this technique is that it can produce a large volume of written 
answers, images, and dreams. An optional approach is to use individual interviews, 
and/or interviews in the context of a town hall meeting. The VPL Task Force offers 
training in how to facilitate this type of process, and assistance is available for the 
interpretation of the material, including an on-line data entry system. 

A Town Hall Meeting is a large gathering where parishioners have an opportunity to 
identify the parish’s areas of vibrancy, challenges, and hopes for the future. Similar to an 
Appreciative Inquiry interview, a town hall meeting is conducted in a small group, using 
appreciative questions, which are recorded by a single person in that small group and then 
reported to the larger group. Results rendered by a town hall meeting are similar to those 
from an AI interview, and can consist of a large volume of information. To be able to 
contribute their input to a town hall meeting, parishioners must choose a specific date and 
time to attend. In support of town hall meetings, the VPL Task Force offers training on 
how to facilitate and organize this session, along with a pool of prepared facilitators. 

Historicizing is a large or small group process of looking at the history of the parish 
and drawing conclusions from this history for the future. This technique is particularly 
helpful for parishes with a long history, but is not recommended for new parishes. 

Training for facilitation is available through the VPL Task Force. 

Areas of parish assessments include Demographics, Facilities, Finances, Staffing, and 
Liturgical Celebrations. The purpose of assessing demographics is to provide an overview 
of demographic trends in one’s parish and neighborhood. This information is particularly 
helpful in determining ministry and facilities needs. The purpose of assessing facilities 
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and finances is to provide an overview of the condition of parish facilities and the 
adequacy of funding to support parish activities and staff. These assessments are to help 
answer questions such as, “Do we have enough operating revenue to support our current 
ministries or to make them more vibrant?” “What are the conditions of our facilities?” 
“Do they need repair?” “Do we have money set aside for needed capital improvements?” 
It applicable, an additional assessment ot the school is conducted when considering 
facilities. Chapter 7 of the self-study materials addresses points to consider if the parish 
has a school. 

The purpose of assessing parish staff is to identify full or part-time staff positions that 
a parish might need on their own, or that could be shared with a neighboring parish. The 
purpose of ministry assessment is to gain insight from the professional minister’s 
perspective. The hope is that the professional ministerial staff and volunteers would 
create a list describing from their view eight vibrant ministries, eight ministries that need 
improvement, and participate in an exercise to help determine which ministries could 
possibly be shared. 

The principles of discernment and consensus are employed in the self-study process. 
As a group works through each area of assessment they are asked to complete summaries 
intended to identify implications for future ministries. For example, the demographics 
assessment asks VPL coordinating teams to study both their city/local and parish 
demographics, looking for change and trends. A Trends Report is compiled by the 
diocese yearly, including information submitted by parishes regarding the number of 
parishioners, total Catholic households, average school and mass attendance, and 
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participation in sacramental programs. Using the Trends Report, Census data, and other 
available information, members are asked to investigate the following questions. 


_ Figure 3.6: Sample Demog raphics Assessment Questions 

Review your Trends Report to answer the first three questions: 

1) Are registered households: increasing, decreasing, or remaining constant? 

2) Is Mass attendance: increasing, decreasing or staying the same? 

3) What age groupings within the parish are growing/shrinking? 

(If your parish does not have age demographic information in its database, 
look at recent records for baptisms, funerals, weddings, etc. 
over the last few years and compare them with past years to a nswer this question.) 

Review Census data to answer the following questions: 

4) What new groups (racial, ethnic, single, chronically ill and disabled) are 
becoming part of the geographic area? 

5) What are some of the important characteristics of the people in your area? 

6) How does your parish membership compare with the wider community that 
resides within the parish boundaries? 

7) What were some of the major changes or trends in your community between 1990 
- 2000 ? 

8) Do you see these trends reflected in your parish? 

9) Are other changes occurring? 

10) Have there been significant changes in the types or condition of housing? 

Review all available information and share your personal observations to answer 
the final two questions: 

11) Are there changes in the communities surrounding your parish that will effect the 
future of your parish? 

12) Please list any other important observations about your parish or community. 


The above figure shows some of the questions considered when participating in the 
demographics assessment. A group of individuals, either from the self-study group or 
other parishioners who have some expertise in this area, work through and answer the 
questions. The answers are then shared with the entire group. After prayerful 
discernment, consensus among the group needs to occur to answer the following 
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question: What are the key implications and information gathered from your findings on 
demographics, and how do they relate to the ministries and activities of your parish? ” 
Making sense or meaning of the data can take some time and lots of discussion. The 
self-study materials provide guidelines on timing involved with each step of the process. 
If done correctly, the VPL coordinating teams are practicing their skills of the 
discernment and consensus throughout the self-study process. 

The VPL Task Force discovered early on in the self-study process that parish leaders 
would benefit from training on how to run a consensus meeting. In addition, the role and 
use of a facilitator were considered. The facilitation and leadership sub-committee of the 
VPL Task Force was charged with providing this information. The researcher was a part 
of this group. In order for a process (self-study) to mediate communion, it is necessary to 
have leaders trained in the processes of consensus-building and discernment. It has been 
suggested that if there is no one with the appropriate skills at one’s parish, then an outside 
facilitator could be used. 

In general, the facilitator’s role is one of meeting leader and consensus-builder. The 
facilitator is charged with the task of creating and maintaining a prayerful and welcoming 
environment, keeping the group focused, drawing participants into the discussion, 
limiting those who talk too much, helping the group reach consensus, and constructively 
using differences of opinion. 

The self-study process ultimately results in completion of the Composite Summary. 

The Composite Summary, when compiled correctly, requires both discernment and 
consensus among a group of people. In order to reach this level of prayerful agreement, 
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the facilitator must be able to create a welcoming atmosphere of trust, and must be able to 
guide participants to effectively share with, and listen to, each other. Appropriately 
skilled leaders are necessary to support the self-study process. 

Communion is at the crux of Christian life and the life of the church. All that we do 
should foster communion - growing together in Christ: where humanity and divinity 
meet. In many organizations, and in some instances even the church, planning process 
and initiatives are undertaken that lead people away from one another. There are some 
examples where church officials acted in the best interest of a church community to save 
on vital resources, but in the process accomplished just the opposite of communion. 
Consider communities where church leaders decided to close and combine schools and 
parishes, or the handling of the sex scandal among priests in our church. Although the 
intent of church officials was to address legitimate concerns, acting without the 
involvement or consensus of the laity results in division, separation and alienation. When 
the church hierarchy acts on behalf of the church - the people of God, without proper 
process and consultation and consensus, a break down in communion occurs. When the 
community is involved in the process, even if represented by a portion of the group, the 
parish as a whole is more likely to grow in communion. 

In keeping with Bishop Pilla’s intent, the VPL process itself must model the 
characteristics of vibrancy and collaboration. The results of the Composite Summary are 
only as accurate or good as the process used to reach those results. When true 
discernment is used, communion is fostered. Consider, for example, if a pastor wrote 
down what parish areas he thought most vibrant, biggest challenges, and possible 



- 86 - 


collaboration opportunities, and then sealed this in an envelope prior to the whole 
process. Even if his answers exactly matched those conclusions drawn through the use of 
a discerned self-study process, would they be valid? Had he “imposed” his answers on the 
congregation without inviting them to be part of the process, would his actions be 
supported? Would communion be fostered? 

The Workshop 

The purpose of the workshop “Making Sense of What You Have Heard” is to assist 
parishes in interpreting and summarizing the results of the self-study. This workshop is 
intended for parishes who have completed the assessments and listening sessions, and are 
ready to compile their Composite Summary. The workshop takes approximately three 
hours. Although it addresses everything from required preparation to suggested agenda, 
the message of the workshop is that the process of compiling the Composite Summary 
should, itself, mimic the traits of the VPL process, with emphasis on vibrancy, listening, 
and discernment 117 . 

After the opening prayer, we introduce the principles from Bishop Pilla’s pastoral 
letter, the building blocks to completing the Composite Summary, and address the agenda 
for the Composite Summary meeting. The concept of “confabulation” 118 is introduced, 
and the principles and skills for meeting leaders or facilitators are addressed. We close the 
workshop with prayer, and an opportunity for a break-out session intended to address 
summarizing each individual parish’s listening process(es) and assessments. 

"'See Sample Agenda - “Making Sense of What You Have Heard”, Appendix B. 

118 A confab is an informal gathering or chat; the first steps of a conversation. 
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Although the workshop was offered five times - twice in January, twice in March, and 
once in June, 2003 - content for each workshop was the same. At the end of each 
workshop, an evaluation form of the workshop was distributed, completed and collected. 
In four focus-group parishes, an additional evaluation was provided subsequent to their 
Composite Summary retreat day, to solicit their reflection on how the workshop was 
helpful, and what could be changed to improve the effectiveness of “Making Sense of 
What You Have Heard”. Finally, VPL Task Force members provided feedback on the 
workshop. 

The study is designed to gain greater insight into the factors that determine how 
communion - growing together in Christ, is established in a parish community as it moves 
forward in a planning initiative that recognizes its vibrancy, challenges and possible areas 
of collaboration. In order to gain that insight, qualitative research methodology was 
chosen for this study. One reason for choosing qualitative research was that the 
researcher wanted the data to “tell the story.” The researcher wanted to gain a greater 
understanding from both the Vibrant Parish Life Coordinating teams, and the formulators 
and implementors of the VPL initiative from the diocesan level: Diocesan Pastoral 
Planning Office, VPL Executive Committee, VPL Task Force and its committees, as well 
as the process facilitators. Additionally, the researcher as a co-pastor of a parish has 
personal experience ot implementing the VPL process. This comparative case study was 
designed to test and better define the preliminary conceptual model and its constructs. 

Even though a preliminary conceptual model had been established, it was important to be 
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open to any new findings that may have arisen from the fieldwork. Appreciative Inquiry 
methodology is at the heart of the researchers methodology. 

Development of this workshop utilized spiritual discernment, and took time. In 
creating the agenda and deciding what information to include, I kept in mind that this 
workshop had to make sense to us - who were not only facilitating/leading, but also 
using/participating. The first step to this project was forming the team. The workshop was 
designed by a team of three. Joining the writer of this paper were Paul Kipfstuhl, 
permanent deacon at St. Francis Xavier parish in Medina, financial retirement planner, 
and member of the St. Francis VPL team; and David Hazard, professional business 
planner, parishioner at St. Gabriel parish in Concord, and their VPL Coordinating Team 
Co-Chair. Workshop design was truly a collaborative effort, utilizing the resources of the 
Pastoral Planning Office, using the VPL Task Force as a sounding board, and supported 
by several subcommittees of the VPL Task Force, including Self-Study Committee and 
Facilitation & Leadership Committee . 119 It was decided that a collaborative method would 
be most valuable, and best reflect the spirit of the VPL process. Having the Co-Chair of 
the Task Force as one of the workshop speakers helped to connect participants with 
Bishop Pilla’s pastoral letter. 

Once workshop design was finalized, it was presented to the participants by a team of 
six people. These six took time and made conscious decisions throughout the process so 
as to present a consistent message. Rick Krivanka, Director of the Diocesan Pastoral 
Planning Office (DPPO), and Co-Chair of the VPL Task Force, initiates the workshop 

119 Refer to the Vibrant Parish Life Structural Flow Chart in Appendix A. 
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with an introduction to the principles of Pilla’s VPL pastoral. The next two sections of 
the workshop, preparation for the Composite Summary day and implementing the day 
itself, are presented by two of three primary designers of the workshop: Fr. Ron Wearsch 
(writer of this paper), Paul Kipfstuhl, and David Hazard. The next part of the workshop, a 
discussion on the “Confab” (described later in this paper), is presented by Gail Roussey, 
Consultant to the DPPO, and Co-Chair of the VPL Self-Study Committee. Finally, David 
DeLambo, Associate Director of the DPPO and Co-Chair of the VPL Clustering 
Committee and Facilitation & Leadership Committee, presents the skills needed and 
some practical considerations for implementing the Composite Summary retreat day. The 
workshop includes prayer experience that is modeled after one that could be used during a 
discernment day. Following is a script of each of the presentations of “Making Sense of 
What You Have Heard”. 

Introductory Principles for Competing the Composite Summary - Rick Krivanka 

Thank you very much for being here. On behalf of our Diocesan Task Force, we are 
again very grateful for your presence here. The Vibrant Parish Life initiative is only 
possible because of your leadership and commitment. We are grateful also for the care 
and service you give behind the scenes that only you and God know. 

As we gather, let us remember the underlying purpose of this work, as set forth by 
Bishop Pilla: To address the challenges and pastoral needs of our time - as a diocesan 
community, involving each parish - by undertaking a process that helps us to carefully 
study our parishes and do “all that is possible to sustain and enhance the vibrant parish 
life to which Jesus calls us”. This process is for every parishioner and for our priests and 
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parish ministers. Today we are providing insights and resources to assist you in “making 
sense of what you have heard, and will hear” as you go through this self-study process. 
We will build upon what has been said about conducting the listening processes and 
assessments, and address how it all comes together. Referring to your agenda, 120 1 will be 
presenting some basic principles to guide how we look at this part of the journey. We will 
then review steps related to the discernment of the overall Composite Summary - steps in 
preparation, in conducting the actual discernment meeting, and important follow-up steps. 

The first bullet under the Introductory Principles refers to Making Sense of 
Information. Please understand that whenever you gather information and insights from 
people, you are always faced with the question, “What does it all mean?” This is never 
easy. But the more we can name the reality of what is important to our people and what is 
happening in our parishes, the more we will know what to do to sustain and enhance 
parish life. 

As Bishop Pilla has noted, discernment throughout the VPL process requires the 
leadership and good judgment of parish leaders like yourselves. Our judgment must be 
guided by a spirit of discernment - a spirit described by Bishop Pilla as “a gift given to the 
Church so that God's will might be discovered in the midst of concrete, daily reality”. 

This discernment is a process of seeking to be open to the influence of the Holy Spirit so 
that we might discover and respond to the best of the opportunities which God presents 
us. It is a means of accomplishing the mission of Jesus in and through us, to live our 
prayer: “Thy will be done”. 

l20 See Appendix C for Workshop agenda. 
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It is fitting that we speak about discernment in this week leading up to the Feast of 
Pentecost, and remember the powerful way in which Holy Spirit came upon and 
transformed the gathered disciples. We remember and believe that the Holy Spirit also 
comes upon us in this time when we are open and seek the spirit of discernment in our 
lives today. This openness is reflected well in words from the Psalms: 

Lord, send out your Spirit, and renew the face of the earth... Here am I, Lord; I 
come to do your will... Your ways, O Lord, make known to us; teach us your paths; 
guide us in your truth, for You are God our Savior. 121 

Discernment requires openness; it is essential that we “harden not our hearts” to the 
ways and wisdom of others, that we might see and not be blind to different possibilities 
for what can create a more abundant life for our people. What is the greatest obstacle to 
new learning? Old learning - the sense that it can only be one way, or my way, or “that's 
how we always do it”. 

Discernment in the context of community, by its very nature, moves us to 
collaboration - to labor together in seeing and making the fullest use of all the gifts which 
God has placed in our communities. In a particular way at this part of the process, it is to 
work together to recognize and utilize the gifts of wisdom, ideas, meanings, hopes, and 
dreams expressed by our people. 

The reading from Paul’s letter to the Corinthians for this Sunday reminds us of the 
different gifts given to each individual for some benefit to the body of Christ. Listening 
is the foundation of collaboration, of good leadership and ministry. There can be no 
collaboration without listening. Collaboration requires pacing: walking together as the 

l21 Psalms 104, 40, and 25, NAB. 
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VPL team with the pastor, staff, pastoral council and other leaders; keeping people on 
board along the way so that they are informed and engaged in what is happening. 

This focus on collaboration moves us to consensus: to co-creating results and 
conclusions we can each believe in and support together. Consensus is built in steps; it 
doesn't just happen at the end. The first step is believing in and supporting the process we 
use to listen and study. Then comes believing in and supporting what we are interpreting 
from what we hear along the way. Ultimately, we arrive at common understandings about 
what is most important and how we will go forward. 

Consensus means that in the end, each person at the table should be able to say, “I 
understand what people are saying and what they would like to do. I have had sufficient 
opportunity to openly share my thoughts and feelings. I feel that I have been listened to. I 
will support what most of you wish to do.” Interestingly, consensus is not unanimity, 
where everyone gets exactly what they wanted. We might even ask ourselves, “if I get 
exactly what I wanted when we started, how am I learning from others? How am I being 
formed and made wiser by the wisdom and insights and new possibilities expressed by 
our community?” 

I want to conclude by sharing a video clip from a movie produced be Dewitt Jones, a 
National Geographic photojoumalist. He offers some great insights on the spirit of being 
open to the good before us, and to the possibilities yet to be discovered; to first 
‘believing’ so that we may see what is before us. 

[Rick’s section of the workshop concluded with the video clip. One part of the video 
is from the perspective of a photographer who wanted to capture a field of yellow 
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dandelions. However, he waited one day too long, and upon arriving at the field, 
discovered it had transformed from a sea of yellow to a field of seed, which he calls 
“puffballs”. He felt dejected, like he had missed his opportunity to see what was 
expected. However, at closer inspection he realizes that the unexpected provides a 
marvelous gift of what can be seen right there in his midst. The photographer looks from 
all perspectives: above the puffballs, under them, across them. He finally captures an 
amazing picture looking up through a puffball, with the sun scattered magnificently. The 
message of this segment of video is to remain open to the possibilities around us. 

Another part of the video depicts a young boy at a dancing fountain, with his hand 
poised over the place where the water will dance. The theme of this segment emphasizes 
patience, waiting to see what happens. The photographer remains poised with his camera, 
capturing the magical moment as the water splashes in the surprised boy’s face. Had the 
photographer snapped the photo too quickly, or given up when he realized there was no 
longer a field of yellow, he would never have snapped the prized pictures. By waiting, by 
looking from different perspectives, and being open to the possibilities, new beauty is 
discovered. So, too, are we encouraged to be open to the possibilities around us, to wait 
for the right moment, and to be aware of what may yet develop.] 

Completing the Composite Summary - Ron Wearsch , Paul Kipfstuhl, David Hazard 
[Once Rick has described the big picture, framed in Pilla’s pastoral, the workshop 
moves on to discuss what the Composite Summary retreat day looks like.] 

The Time of Prayer and Reflection is meant to be a one-day or two half-days 
gathering to reflect on results of the self-study. The pastor, parish staff members, the 
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Pastoral Council and Finance Council or representatives from the councils, the Vibrant 
Parish Life (VPL) Coordinating Team, and anyone else who prepared the assessment 
summaries should be in attendance. Note: It is recommended that no more than 20 people 
be at the Composite Summary meeting. This should create a large group dynamic where 
consensus can be reached. This key point in the self-study process should also be a time 
ot individual and group prayer. All participants should be encouraged to review the 
Questions for Discernment contained in Section 2 of this binder, prior to the time set 

aside for group prayer and decision-making. At the end of this day (or two half-days) all 

« 

Summaries, including the Composite Summary, will have been completed. It is hoped 
that the Composite Summary will be very helpful in conversations with other parishes. In 
order to be faithful to Bishop Pilla's request that we discern our direction, it will be 
important to allow people time to reflect and pray before the meeting by making sure that 
materials are mailed to participants in advance of the meeting. Ensure that prayer is 
integrated into your meeting. The facilitator should be comfortable with the possibility of 
spontaneous prayer at difficult points in the meeting and should be comfortable with the 
possibility that there may be a need to schedule a subsequent meeting to allow sufficient 
time to pray and reflect about issues that surface during the meeting. 

Refer to Figure 3.7 for a list of preparation required before the Composite Summary 


meeting. 
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Figure 3.7: Preparation Prior to Composite Summary Meeting 

Facilities/Finances Summary - Completed by Pastor/Staff, School Principal (if 

applicable), members of the Finance Council, and other appropriate members of the 
VPL Coordinating Team. 

Demographics Summary - Completed by the entire VPL Coordinating Team or a 
sub-committee at a prior meeting. 

Staffing Summary - Completed by the Pastor/Staff, School Principal/Staff, and 
members of the Finance Council. 

Liturgical Summary - Completed by representatives from the parish staff, liturgy/music 
ministry, and VPL Coordinating Team. 

Ministry Summary - Should be completed by the Pastor/Staff and members of the VPL 
Coordinating Team prior to the mee ting or could be completed at the meeting. 

It is strongly recommended that the following summary be completed before the 

meeting: 

Listening Session Summary - Should be completed by the Pastor/Staff and members of 
the VPL Coordinating Team prior to the meeting or could be completed at the 
meeting. 

If the Listening Session Summary is not completed prior to the Composite Summary 
day, every participant should be provided with completed summaries of listening 
session reports. These should be sent to members in advance of the meeting so that 
they can review the results ahead of time. 


Figure 3.7 lists summaries that should be completed prior to the Composite Summary 
meeting. Forms are made available in the self-study resource binder, online at the Diocese 
of Cleveland website, and for convenience are duplicated and provided at the workshop 
“Making Sense of What You Have Heard”. 

Choose a facilitator and refer to the facilitation guidelines provided at this workshop. 
Make sure that all participants are familiar with discernment, as illustrated by the 
Questions for Discernment (pages included in Chapter 2 of the Self-Study binder). Other 
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discernment resources are included at this workshop. Make sure that all members of the 
team receive all summaries and worksheets at least one week before the meeting. If 
possible, schedule this day at a place where you will not be disturbed and where you can 
be comfortable for the entire day. If possible, ask another parish group to help with 
hospitality and refreshments/meals. Invite the pastor, parish staff, the Pastoral and 
Finance Council or representatives from the councils, the VPL Coordinating Team and 
anyone else who prepared the assessment summaries. 


Figure 3.8: Sample Composite Summary Day Agenda 

Time of Prayer and Reflection 
Gathering and Hospitality 
Facilitator introduction and review of the process 
Discernment Prayer: “What is God asking us to do? ” 

#1 Assessments 
Break 

#2 Listening Process - Part One 

Lunch 

Prayer 

#2 Listening Process - Part Two 

Break 

Prayer 

# 3 Combining the Ministry Assessment & Listening Session Summaries 

Break 

# 4 Completing the Composite Summary 

Closing Comments and Next Steps 
Prayer 


Figure 3.8 presents a sample agenda for the Composite Summary meeting. Note that 
the advanced preparation must be completed, as described above, in order to accomplish 
the whole agenda. The facilitator should use discretion in adapting this sample agenda as 


needed. 
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[Note that the following are recommendations of how to conduct the day; the 
facilitator may use discretion in choosing methods that best work for the gathered group.] 
The Assessments are worksheets completed by Ministry Assessment Teams, including 
Demographics, Facilities/Finances, Staffing, and Liturgical assessments. [Page numbers 
from the Self-Study Materials and handouts are referenced as appropriate throughout the 
workshop.] The purpose of this first movement is to help all participants start with a 
similar statistical background, and to allow some early consensus to shape the discussions 
that will follow. 

For each summary, have the person responsible for the summary take 5 to 10 minutes 
and present the information on the summary. It should be clear how the group arrived at 
the conclusion for the Composite Summary. If additional “narrative” would be helpful to 
clarify the summary statement it should also be included with the summary sheet. After 
the presentation, the facilitator should then ask if any clarification is needed. If consensus 
has been reached, the group moves on to the next assessment summary. If consensus is 
not reached in 10 minutes, then the summary statement will need to be re-visited at the 
end of the day. It is important to make the distinction between the wording of the 
summary statement, as opposed to the content. The content is more important than the 
wording. The facilitator will decide how to address either issue. 

The second movement of the day, the Listening Process, is intended to ground our 
perception of areas of vibrancy, challenges and collaboration with what was heard from 
the parish community. The information required can be found on the Listening Process 
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Worksheets, the Listening Process Summary (one for each listening process), and the 
form called Discerning Your Listening Session Summary. 

The discernment part of this section is based on lists that identify parishioners’ 
perceived areas of vibrancy, challenges, and possible areas of collaboration. Creation of 
these lists can be completed at this point in the day, or they can be prepared at a meeting 
prior to the Composite Summary retreat day. The facilitator should decide what approach 
is most appropriate. If the lists are not already made, distribute the Listening Session 
Report to those who did not bring their copy with them. In groups of four to six people, 
complete the form entitled Discerning Your Listening Session Summary. Create three 
lists responding to these three statements: As a result of our listening process, these eight 
areas of parish life have been identified as being most vibrant in our parish... The eight 
areas of parish life and ministry which parishioners would like to see enhanced are... 
These eight areas identified by parishioners as those most appropriate for collaboration 
with anotherparish(es)... 

These next steps should be completed at the Composite Summary Day of Prayer. Post 
all the responses to these questions around the room. Allow everyone 20 minutes to 
move around the room and review these responses. Gather in small groups and discuss 
the items on the lists to assure consensus, revising items as necessary. Within the small 
groups, rank each response in order of its importance or priority. The facilitator then 
creates a master list of the prioritized ranking of responses to each of the three questions 
by first asking ask each small group for their number one choices to Question 1 (vibrant 
areas), or the response ranked most important. These items score eight points. Then the 
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second-highest ranked choices are given, scoring seven points. The process continues for 
all eight choices, with point values descending. If a response is repeated, it is not 
necessary to re-write it; the facilitator will just place the appropriate numerical score next 
to the item. When all ranked responses have been recorded (during lunch or between 
meeting days), the facilitator should add the numbers and produce a list which reflects 
which items were given the highest numerical score. Finally, the list is distributed to the 
groups so that the facilitator may field questions and lead the group to consensus. 

The third movement of the day involves combining the Ministry Assessment and 
Listening Session Summaries. The purposes of this part of the day are threefold: to 
develop a common understanding of areas of vibrancy, challenges, and future areas of 
collaboration from the Ministry Summary; to compare the results of Listening Process 
Summary with the Ministry Summary; and to identify and discuss areas of concurrence 
and conflicting perspectives. Recall that the Ministry Assessments are from the 
perspective of the professional ministers, while the Listening Session Summaries reflect 
responses of the parishioners at large. The intent of this part of the day is to reconcile the 
responses of both these viewpoints. Forms for this part of the day are the Ministry 
Assessment Worksheet Summary and the Ministry Summary. 

Participants are asked to review the Ministry Worksheets and Summary that were 
prepared prior to the meeting. In small groups, determine if the eight identified areas of 
vibrancy and eight identified areas of need are in accordance with the Listening Session 
Summary. Note any discrepancies. Each small group should prepare a new list 
responding to the three questions from the Composite Summary. This new list identifies 
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the best resources and greatest examples of vibrancy, areas where we would like to 
enhance the life and vitality of the parish, and areas identified by parishioners as ones 
most appropriate for collaboration with another parish. 

Once the lists are prepared, the large group reconvenes for discussion. A 
representative from each small group reports on their list of eight vibrant ministries, eight 
areas of need, and eight areas of collaboration. These areas should be ranked from 
highest to lowest perceived importance or priority. Using a procedure similar to that 
described in the second movement of the day (Listening Process), the facilitator should 
then ask for all number one responses to Question 1. These items score eight points. 

Then item two choices are given, and so on, until the ranking of all responses is tallied. 
When this process is complete, the list of eight items will be reduced to five top areas of 
vibrancy, five top areas of challenge, and five top areas of collaboration. 

The fourth movement of the day is actually completing the Composite Summary. This 
must include prayer and reflection! The intent of this fourth movement is to review what 
has been said and has been agreed upon throughout the day; to validate conclusions based 
on all assessments (including Listening and Ministry Assessments); to review areas of 
vibrancy, challenges, and collaboration; to complete a Composite Summary Document 
that can be supported by all those present; and to determine the next step. [Note that the 
next part ot the workshop will provide resources and address the next step.] 

Using poster board, news print, or an overhead projector, the facilitator presents all 
the information that has been summarized. After all information is recorded, there is time 
tor silent prayer and reflection. After some time for prayer, the facilitator elicits from the 
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group their support of the document to go on to the next step. The chair of the VPL 
Coordinating Team announces any additional dates or processes. This part of the day 
concludes with a closing prayer of thanksgiving for the work that has been accomplished. 
Confabulation - Gail Roussey 

A “Confab” is an informal gathering or chat; the first steps of a conversation. Once 
each parish has discerned their areas of vibrancy, challenge, and potential for 
collaboration, what do they do with that information? The Confab is the next step. In the 
spirit of being one diocese with many parishes, instead of individual parishes that happen 
to share a diocese, our Cleveland diocese has been divided into districts. The reasons for 
having district-level confabs are many: it fosters an intended function of districts, 
promotes efficient partnering, promotes inclusivity, promotes “communio” - growing 
together in Christ, creates the possibility of district-wide initiatives, and creates a greater 
pool of gifts from which to draw. The district confab is the forum that serves as dialogue- 
starter. It is an opportunity to share results of our individual composite summaries with 
neighboring parishes, so as to learn from each other, work with each other, and foster 
even greater vibrancy for all. It opens the door to future collaboration. 

See figure 3.9 for a suggested Confab agenda. 

___ Figure 3.9: S ample Confab Agenda 

Welcome 

Prayer 

Overview/Desired Outcomes 

Celebration of Present Collaboration 

“Modified Open Space” Forum - Breakout Sessions 

Preliminary Dialogues 

Closing Blessing 
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The “Modified Open Space” forum allows for breakout sessions on specific topics. 
Most areas for collaboration have been pre-identified, via the Composite Summary forms 
of participating parishes. The spirit of a traditional open space forum is that initiatives 
other than those pre-identified can surface at the Confab meeting. Using either the 
traditional or modified open space forum, breakout rooms are designated for initial 
conversations on topics ot mutual interest. Parishes can enter the conversations that most 
interest them, and can gather details that will assist in future, formal conversations. 

It is the intent of the Confab to serve as a starting point, introducing parish leaders to 
each other, and opening the lines of communication. After the confab, formal 
conversations begin between parishes around shared ministries. The VPL Task Force 
provides support for these conversations in the form prayer resources, sample agendas for 
initial meetings, and a list of potential outside facilitators. A willingness to share 
resources and information are key to the collaborative effort. Parishes and districts are 
kept informed of progress and celebrate new initiatives. 

[This part of the workshop is concluded with an opportunity to ask questions, make 
suggestions, and share comments. A Power Point slide show describing the Confab is 
used in conjunction with this presentation.] 

Necessary Skills and Practical Considerations - David DeLambo 

Taking all this in must be like trying to take a drink of water from a fire hose! 

Whoosh! If your head is spinning, that's okay. We anticipated that. That's why we put 
everything in writing! You are welcome to take notes on what I'm saying, but the vast 
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majority of what I have to say is contained in these handouts. [The handouts are 
referenced throughout the presentation.] 

The role ot the facilitator is to (literally) “make easy”. The facilitator helps create and 
maintain a prayerful and welcoming atmosphere, keeps the group focused - on task and 
on time, draws participants into discussion, limits those who talk too much, and helps the 
group reach consensus in its decision-making. The facilitator is more than a meeting 
leader; he or she must be skilled in discernment, generating consensus, and constructively 
using differences in opinion. 

Who should you choose to serve as facilitator? Someone on your VPL Coordinating 
Team? Someone who facilitated your Town Hall or other listening process? An outside 
facilitator? 

There are a number of reasons to consider an outside facilitator. For example, if you 
haven't been able to locate a parishioner or Team Member with experience in facilitating 
this type of meeting, or if the parishioner you've located to facilitate is unavailable on the 
dates chosen for the Composite Summary, an outside facilitator may be considered. Also, 
if your parish has experienced a difficult transition (or if there is a division within the 
parish about a key area of parish life), or if the skilled facilitators in your parish would 
like to be active participants at the Composite Summary meeting, you may need to tap 
other resources. 

The DPPO has a list of outside facilitators trained to facilitate Composite Summary 
meetings. These facilitators include diocesan staff members, members of religious 
communities, and other professionals who have offered their skills to assist with this 
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process. If you are interested in more information, call (216) 696-6525 or (800) 869-6525 
and ask for extension 4210. 

All facilitators on the list have indicated that they would assist parishes “pro bono” 
(for no fee) as their contribution to VPL in our diocese; they are not looking to profit 
monetarily. However, we are recommending a reasonable stipend be paid ($25/hour of 
meeting time). Fee arrangements are made directly with the outside facilitator, not via 
our office. 

The key to facilitation is to name what is happening, then redirect the individual or 
group. For example, you’re in the meeting and people are straying from the topic under 
discussion. The first thing is to name the reality: It seems that we are straying off topic. 

Then, redirect: We were discussing _ and the basic question we need to answer is 

_• Sometimes, the topic strays due to one dominant person. Again, name the reality: I 

understand you feel strongly about what you are saying. Then, redirect: Let's see what 
some other people have to say. 

One of the keys to reaching consensus is to clearly state the topic and time allotted. 
People need parameters: a clear topic and the allotted time they have to discuss it. Stating 
this clearly in the beginning allows you to locus the group and gives you permission to 
call them back to task. Selecting a time keeper allows the facilitator to focus on group 
dynamics. 

Solicit the opinions ol all participants BEFORE opening up discussion. Some will 
come into the meeting with their minds made up. They will think the answer is obvious 
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and want closure. The facilitator must keep the conversation open so that all have a 
chance to participate. Everyone has a piece of the wisdom! 

Listen for agreement. When three-fourths of the group appears in agreement, state the 
“consensus” position. Test the consensus and allow for revision: I think I'm hearing 

agreement around _. Is this true? Does anyone see it differently? Allow 

members to revise your position. Test it with the group. 

A key value is the optimal level of agreement and support. You want conclusions that 
all can support, even if they don’t agree. The facilitator must be able to deal with 
disagreement. Name positions as clearly as possible, asking each side to correct 
inaccuracies. Explore the “what”, “why”, and underlying values of each position. List 
areas of agreement and disagreement. If there is a problem reaching consensus on the 
positions, the group might seek consensus around just how to proceed. 

It is important to establish ground rules, including how persons will be called when it 
is time to hear another person's opinion. For example, use Eric Laws’ “invitation” 
method. Decide in advance what to do about distractions such as cell-phones, side 
conversations, etc. Determine starting and ending times, and breaks. Remember (and 
articulate) that all opinions matter! 

People's opinions, perspectives, and experiences are gifts they bring to the group. 
Collaboration is about the full utilization of gifts. No one has all the wisdom; each 
person has some of the wisdom and truth. Together, there is everything needed to discern 
the most live-giving directions for the parish. 
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Show respect for the ministries being discussed. People in the room may be involved 
in the ministries being deliberated. Consider the role that limited resources (time, money, 
etc.) may have played in determining the strength of any ministry. Remember that people 
at the table may have significant responsibility for any new initiative being discussed, or 
for changes brought about by new forms of collaboration. Change in routine can be 
difficult, and initially takes more energy, but in the long run is profitable. A good way to 
generate empathy is to think of a recent change in your work routine or home life that 
disrupted your nonnal way of doing things. Pray often - this 

is a discernment. We are trying to discern what God is calling our parish to do at this 
particular time and place. We need to be open to the prompting of the Spirit. 

Concluding Prayer -All 

To conclude the workshop, all read the VPL prayer. After the formal workshop 
agenda is complete, the workshop leaders are available to address specific questions 
and/or concerns. 

Evaluating the Workshop 

Evaluation of the workshop was approached in three forms. First the members of the 
138 participating parishes were asked to complete an evaluation survey at the end of the 
workshop itself Next, 25 VPL Task Force members were surveyed about their 
experiences ot the VPL process. Finally, the researcher interviewed a focus group of four 
parishes. For each evaluation method, Appreciative Inquiry techniques were employed. 

The evaluation questions emphasize the positive, seeking to determine what worked, not 
what didn’t work. The questions and results of all methods of workshop evaluation are 
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presented in Chapter Four of this paper. See Chapter Two for a detailed description of 
Appreciative Inquiry methodology. Refer to Appendix D for a list of survey questions. 

Conclusion 

The process of designing, implementing, and evaluating the workshop “Making Sense 
ot What You Have Heard” was a collaborative effort that mimicked the goal it sought to 
achieve. In keeping with Bishop Pilla’s directive, the process of this workshop, and of the 
whole VPL initiative was vibrant. Further pastoral reflection on this project is provided in 
Chapter Five of this paper. 



CHAPTER FOUR: Analysis and Summary of Project Outcomes 

The purpose of this current chapter is to provide a summary of the evaluation results. 


The hypothesis of this project is that communion is best fostered through spiritual 
discernment. As described in Chapter Three, the project “Making Sense of What You 
Have Heard” was evaluated from three vantage points. First, the participants evaluated 
the workshop via a survey of two questions. Six months after the final presentation of the 
workshop, 25 members of the VPL Task Force were asked four Appreciative Inquiry (AI) 
questions to glean their perspective on their work fostering communion through 
discernment. Finally, members of four focus parishes answered six AI questions. In the 
following summary of their responses, the researcher has identified themes showing 
common threads. These themes are not mutually exclusive. Rather, they attempt to group 
the spirit of the responses in a logical, meaningful way. For a complete list of all 
responses, refer to Appendix D. 

Workshop Evaluations - Participants (138 parishes) 

The first evaluation method was a survey of two questions, passed out and completed 
by participants at the workshop itself. In similar style to the self-study process, the 
questions seek to determine first the most helpful aspects of the workshop, and then areas 
that could be improved in future workshops. Table 4.1 provides a summary of participant 
responses to the first question. 
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Table 4.1: Workshop Evaluations Summary, Most Helpful 
What did you find to be most helpful in preparing to do your composite summary? 
Introduction 

• To pray often and to rely on the Holy Spirit 

• Positive Perspective and Video 

• Emphasis on Discernment and Openness 

Preparation and Conducting a Composite Summary Prayer Day 

• Explanation of the process and overview of how it all fits together 

• Hearing all the steps 

• Involvement of parish staff 

Confab and Check List 

• Handouts detailing the next steps 

• Check List was very helpful 

Facilitation of Composite Summary Meeting 

• Tips on running meeting 

• Modeling how to run a meeting 

General Comments 

• Ability to reconnect with other VPL teams 

• Meeting was well organized and started and stopped on time 

• Prior to workshop, was lost in the process, now I have clarity and know how to proceed 

• Handouts were very good 

• Table Discussion 

• The overall spirit in the group of presenters 


Appendix D contains a complete listing of the responses from two of the workshops, 
one in January and one in March. In the above table, the responses have been grouped and 
summarized into five major categories: Introduction, Preparation and Conducting a 
Composite Summary Prayer Day, Confab and Check list, Facilitation of Composite 
Summary Meeting, and finally General Comments. Summarizing the overall reception of 
the workshop, participants said: 

I thought this training was excellent! It was well organized; excellent handouts. 

The timing of this training was helpful, too. It really helped summarize things for me 
at a crucial time, as we’re heading into the composite summary task. I also really liked 
that short video. It set a good tone for this morning and our work on Vibrant Parish 
Life... 

...Well organized and worked hard to clarify a complicated and confusing topic... 
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...I appreciate the “general tone” - the consistent approach on the part of all of the 
presenters on openness to dialog, encouragement to pray, and emphasis on 
discernment. The fact that every presenter emphasized this and it was incorporated into 
every step of the process was most helpful... 

...The checklists are helpful. The time lines were good in reassuring us of our 
compliance and just where we are in this process. 

A consistent thread through all of the responses indicates that participants felt more 
prepared to conduct their Composite Summary day after having attended the workshop, 
and the workshop was warmly received. Another observation by participants was that the 
workshop started and stopped as scheduled, and the primary concepts of consensus, 
prayer, and process were well integrated throughout the entire workshop. 

The second evaluation question asked participants for suggestions on what would make 
future workshops more helpful. A summary of their answers is presented in Table 4.2. 


Table 4.2: Workshop Evaluations Summary, Suggestions for Future Workshops 
What suggestions can you offer that would make future workshops more helpful? 

Introduction 

• Start with recapping where we have come from 

Preparation and Conducting a Composite Summary Prayer Day 

• Some explanations were confusing if one is not familiar with all the materials 

Confab and Check List 

• Time line is too restrictive - we have been working hard, but cannot keep up 

• Discuss goal or purpose of composite summary day before going through detailed steps 

• Speakers crammed too much in such a short time frame 

Facilitation of Composite Summary Meeting 

• No comments about this section were offered 
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General Comments 

• Please continue to hand out copies that can be read afterward 

• More small group sharing time 

• More time for questions 

• Deeper appreciation of the challenges of the urban parish 

• Have workshops by district 

• Offer a small group for those who are looking for help 

• Encourage parishes to bring binders to each meeting 

• Offer more workshops 

• Invite Parish Priest 


The most repeated negative comments revolved around the quantity of information 
disseminated in a short period of time, and vocabulary or jargon used. Even with 
presenting some material in optional breakouts, some participants still observed that the 
workshop included too much content, making it difficult to keep up. While the presenters 
were sympathetic to the concerns about volume of information, they also remained 
committed to the two-and-a-half hour time allotted. Breakout sessions were available 
after the workshop to address specific concerns and help clarify information as requested. 
The workshop was supplemented with handout material, which could be shared at the 
parish level, and was intended to help clarify some of the jargon used. 

Some of the responses reflected a wide range of familiarity with the VPL process. For 
those less familiar, the all-encompassing nature of the workshop was particularly 
overwhelming: 

I think this whole VPL has way too much jargon that is confusing to us who are not 
embedded in this full time. The consensus here at our table is that there’s too much 
paper and it’s not very well organized - another confusion! ...Maybe more workshops 
with fewer people. There needs to be more time to share. 

Other comments regarding pacing include: “The time line is too restrictive...”, “We 
have been working steadily but will not meet the guidelines...”, and “Speakers crammed 
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too much in such a short time frame!! Felt Rushed.” Some respondents indicated a desire 
for more small group sharing: “A little more time to talk with the tables about relevant 
topics...”, “...to have a little more time to discuss what other parishes have done and their 
suggestions for people who are slower...”, “Sometimes too much information is given and 
it is overwhelming. More time is needed for sharing among parishes and for questions 
and answers...”, and “Quit trying to shove so much in one workshop.” Overall, there were 
many more positive than negative evaluation comments. 

Appreciative Inquiry Evaluations - Task Force and Focus Group Parishes 

The researcher interviewed the VPL Task Force in December, 2003 and four focus 
parishes in January, 2004. Note that the VPL Task Force includes individuals serving in 
parishes and at the diocesan level. The majority of the respondents to the evaluation 
questions have parish experience. Both groups were asked Appreciative Inquiry style 
questions. The evaluation questions emphasize the positive, seeking to determine what 
worked, not what didn’t work. Because of time restraints, the Task Force was only asked 
four of the six questions posed the focus parishes. Although there were some differences 
in responses between the Task Force members and the parish focus groups, there were 
many common threads. The tables below summarize their responses. Analysis follows. 

For a complete list of evaluation responses, see Appendix D. 

The first question addresses the initial excitements and impressions of the VPL 
initiative. A summary of responses from both the VPL Task Force members and parish 
focus groups is presented in Table 4.3. 
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Table 4.3: Responses Summary, Initial Excitements & Impressions 

To start, I would like you to try to recall your experience when we began the Vibrant Parish Life 
process in the winter of 2001. 

What were your initial excitements and impressions about this process and its potential impact 
upon your parish? 

Vision 

• Provided vision, put into words and provided process 

• To foster a Vibrant Parish Life since December 2001 instead of just survival 

• Very excited about the vision and possibilities of VPL. Saw it as the bishop giving us permission to 
shape the vision of our parish & diocese. 

• Broader understanding of parish 

• The scope, magnitude and implication of the letter is far reaching. 

Process 

• Process and vision is great 

• I admire the work of the task force & the process, and realize that the “trickle down” to parishioners 
will take longer 

• Excited that the pastoral allowed for latitude in its implementation. 

• Glad to discover that the process outlined was bottom up, not top down. 

• Big effort. 

Parish Growth in Communion 

• Hope to get more people involved in leadership 

• Learn more about parish life. 

• Opportunity to unite those on the edge of the community with those in the center. 

• Hoped this would bring parish to life. 

Collaboration 

• Real sense of excitement about the Possibilities for collaboration 

• “This might be something that could draw parishes together” 

• It is a good idea to work with neighboring parishes. 

• Encouraged parishes to work together and did not foster greater parochialism. 

Spirituality & Positive Emotions 

• That the pastoral was grounded in spirituality. 

• Hoping that it would build the parish spiritually. 

• Wonder and Excitement. Also humbled by being asked to participate. 

• Apprehensive at first, but also honored. Very glad that I was called to serve in this way. 

• Felt honored to be chosen to help with this special project. 


The responses of the participants can be grouped in five themes: vision, process, parish 
growth, collaboration, spirituality and positive emotions. Many respondents shared 
enthusiasm around the vision of the VPL process. They noted the pastoral presents a 
vision of one church. It poses an invitation for all to take ownership of the parish and 
their role in it. The process poses good leadership possibilities, inviting lay leaders to take 
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a more active role. Finally, a recurring response was that the VPL process and its vision 
are revolutionary. 

Another of the sentiments reflected in the responses was an embracing of the process. 
A process presents opportunity for growth, and gives permission to shape the vision. 
There was enthusiasm that the VPL process would encourage “trickle down”, better 
uniting the ordained, the church leaders, and the parishioners. The process was also 
designed so that there was a vital role for the laity, ministry leader, and the ordained. 

Responses indicated hope for parish growth in the forms of more involvement by more 
people, working with lots of parishioners, fulfilling other parish needs, and a broader 
understanding of parish. Clearly the potential for growth in parish vibrancy was a priority 
to those involved in the VPL initiative. The parish is the basic, and one of the most 
fundamental, expressions of the church. Growth in communion among its members is a 
hoped-for outcome of the VPL process. 

The fourth theme reflected in the responses to this question was an excitement about 
collaboration. There was hope this would draw parishes closer together, offer the 
possibility of more geographical partnerships, and the opportunity to work with other 
parishes. One of the goals of the self-study process is to complete a Composite Summary 
that would identify parishes’ vibrancies, challenges, and areas of possible collaboration. 
From the start of this process, the potential for collaboration was a source of enthusiasm. 

The final common thread in responses to this question revolves around spirituality and 
a range of positive emotions. Responses ranged from wonder and excitement to feeling 
humble and honored to be invited to participate in the process. Participants recognized 
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that the VPL pastoral is grounded in spirituality, and promotes the further development of 
parishes spiritually. This was an initial source of excitement. 

The second question posed addressed times when members felt a deepening sense of 
communion within and among people. This question was posed to the four parish focus 
groups, but not to the VPL Task Force due to time constraints. Therefore, the responses 
summarized in Table 4.4 reflect answers only from the parish focus groups. 


Table 4.4: Responses Summary, Most Alive, Proud, Committed, Enthusiastic 

Looking at your entire experience of the Vibrant Parish Life process, can you recall a time when 
you felt most alive, most proud and committed, most enthusiastic about what was happening? 

Tell the story of what made this such a fulfilling moment. What was it about you and others that 
made it so? 


Process Rooted in Discernment 

• Being able to work through difficult dynamics between members. 

• Midway points in the process to synthesize the data was very helpful. 

• VPL was a process, not a program. 

• To be aware of what people said, and then discerning what it might mean for our parish was 
exciting. 

• The personal dynamic during the composite summary meeting was very inspiring. All those 
who presented information did so with a lot of spirituality. 

• During the composite summary meeting there was a lot of openness and willingness to share. I 

believed that the meeting was led and guided by the Holy Spirit. 

Called to Serve 

• She was glad to see her marketing skills tangibly put to use in the VPL process. 

• Being commissioned among my parish family to serve them in this way was a wonderfully 
enlivening experience. 

• Was very thrilled and proud that she was able to contribute the VPL buttons to the VPL 
coordinating team. 

• He was asked by parish leaders to facilitate the meeting. He was nervous, but very alive at the same 
time. He and others felt the presence of the Holy Spirit as parishioners joined together for a 
shared meal and the meeting. At the end of the meeting he felt at peace. 
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Power of Listening 

• To see, understand the overlap of the survey results with the AI listening process from a few years ago 
was very telling. 

• Trust among members. Being able to use my “gut” feelings. Listening to the minority voices. 

• The process of compiling the listening sessions was very powerful. 

• The appreciative inquiry interviews which happened before the VPL process, the composite 
summary evening, and the spiritual openness of the VPL coordinating team were all highlights for 
me. 

• “It was the first time in 35 years at my parish that I know people were asked to share their 
opinions.” The experience was wonderful and positive. 

• Town hall meeting and dinner - to hear different people’s views. It was a life giving experience for 
people to be able to speak and be listened to. 

People Working Together 

• Confab meeting was very exciting. 

• Working together to administer the survey. 

• This was a constant reminder of what we are called to do - work together. It worked. 

• This diversity (of VPL Steering Committee) also allowed this initiative to have a wide impact on 
the entire church community. 

• The pastor being on board at the composite summary day. 

• Attending meetings at other parishes and meeting parishioners from those parishes was very good. 

I came to realize that every parish large or small have problems just like we do. We do a good 
job at overcoming them. Having a cooperative pastor is wonderful. 


Responses to this second question can be grouped into four areas: Process rooted in 
discernment, a call to serve, the power of listening, and the participation of many people. 
Members of the four parish focus groups consistently recalled they experienced fulfilling 
moments because the self-study process is rooted in discernment. Being able to work 
through opposing opinions, taking time along the way to summarize and synthesize 
information, the expressions of spirituality and willingness to share, and the personal 
dynamic during the Composite Summary meetings were all positive reflections. 
Discernment, encompassing listening with all of one’s senses, was integral to the process 
and helped group members feel alive, proud, committed, and enthusiastic. 

Another common theme was that of being called or commissioned to serve. Members 
felt thrilled and proud to be able to contribute to the process, and felt guided by the Holy 
Spirit as they served. The power of listening was emphasized by many participants. 
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Listening to the assembly and each other throughout the process was empowering. 
Parishioners felt affirmed and validated because their opinions were asked, and the task 
of compiling the results of the listening sessions was in itself powerful. One participant 
described it as “...to be aware of what people said, then discerning what it might mean for 
our parish, was exciting.” 

Finally, responses indicated the participation of many people was eagerly embraced. 
This notion was described as the VPL teams working together within a parish; the 
participation of the parishioners in the listening sessions; and the joining of multiple 
parishes, both informally and formally at Confab meetings. One participant said, “this 
[self-study process] was a constant reminder of what we are called to do - work together.” 
As described in Chapter Two, Pilla’s pastoral depicts the VPL process as one that itself is 
vibrant and “builds up”. One clear way of fostering communion is to encourage the 
participation of many people. Responses indicated this was accomplished. 

The next question asked parish focus group and VPL Task Force members about 
experiences of parishioners growing in communion. Responses are summarized in Table 
4.5, below. 


Table 4.5: Responses Summary, Growing in Communion 

Communion is the first conviction of Bishop Piila's Pastoral Letter. “ Communio ” happens by 
"living the truth in love...growing in every way into Christ...building up the body up in love." 
We give witness to Communion in a process that is itself vibrant, one that encourages the faith 
life of our people and ministers. As your parish went through the steps of Education, Ritual 
and Self Study, recall 1 or 2 times when you truly felt a deeper sense of communion with and 
among people. 

What did people say or do that inspired a sense ofparishioners "growing in communion" with 
each other? 
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Affirmed Gifts 

• Pastoral Council was the VPL coordinating team committee; real bonding took place, gifts were 
affirmed. 

• At the town hall meeting there was a real sense of commitment to parish and affirmation of parish 
leadership. 

• Despite the varying gifts present among the participants in our VPL steering committee communion 
was discovered when differing gifts were appreciated. 

• Communication to the parish. When people she talked to in the parish could express simply and 
briefly what VPL is - she felt a sense of communion. She had her work, she saw the fruits of it, 
which helped others to understand and grow in communion. 


Ownership of the Church: The People of God 

• People made this their own. 

• Our parish believes that we are the Body of Christ - we have to live as the Body of Christ, pray as 
the Body of Christ, treat each other as the Body of Christ. 

• The Pastoral Council came together for Composite Summary - first experience of really coming 
together, seeing the big picture, seeing reality. That was a good experience for us. They were open 
and honest. 

• Parish community began to understand and appreciate that “all of us” doesn’t just mean my own 
parish, but a responsibility to “all of us” regardless of which parish we might belong. 

• Along the way, there was the discovery that we are one church with many parishes. 


Listened to and Respected 

• The Town Hall experience was very positive - all who spoke were listened to and respected in a 
non-judgmental spirit. 

• At the Composite Summary Day I realized that we had a lot of involvement and the people did 
surveys, went out and interviewed, took time and played a role in the process so there was a larger 
understanding and sense of people coming together to carry it out. 

• Willingness of people to work together, to be honest, and to share together. 

• As the listening processes were summarized she felt more “in-tune” with the whole parish. 
What is important to the individual is important to the whole. 

• Great response - excited to be heard during self-study. 


Ritual, Faith Formation & Community Gatherings 

• VPL Team - growth in confidence & communication. Excitement over the opportunity to bless their 
community at Corpus Christi. Eucharistic bread was made from grain. Good numbers at town hall - 
good communion in their conversations. 

• Parish understanding what VPL was all about. The VPL committee was together for nine months 
and grew together as a faith community which fostered communion. His parish commissioned 
the entire parish to be a part of the VPL process. “As committee members reached out to the 
parish in many and varied ways, communion was found.” 

• The faith formation dimension of the team meetings helped the group gel. The group took 
responsibility for themselves. 

• The process of summarizing information help with the experience of communion. 

• The town hall meeting brought people together from different masses times. Bringing people 
together this way was a source of communion. It also allowed me to recognize people who I had 
met at the town hall meeting in or around the parish. I began to know more about what w as going 
on in peoples lives - in a good way - and that was also a source of communion. 


Responses indicated a sense of communion was inspired when gifts were affirmed, 




-119- 


when people took ownership of the parish, when people felt listened to and respected, and 
within the formation, gatherings, and rituals. Parish leaders came forward and used their 
gifts because they felt affirmed. The parishioners demonstrated a larger understanding 
about parish, coming together and recommitting to the parish. 

Communion was experienced when people had an opportunity to speak at Town Hall 
meetings, and they felt listened to. One response indicates, “people realized they had a 
deeper sense of communion among themselves as they were listened to without 
judgement.” After the VPL teams were formed in spring, parishes across the diocese were 
invited to ritualize the formation of the team and the start of the VPL process in a rite 
suggested to take place on the feast of the Body and Blood of Christ (Corpus Christi). The 
Rite of Commitment publicly recognized VPL Coordinating Teams and commissioned 
them to serve the parish by implementing the VPL initiative. Grains of wheat were 
displayed to recall the scripture “though many parts, we are all one body.” Each member 
of the Coordinating Team, and indeed the assembly, has a gift to offer to the one body: 
the Church. Responses indicated that ritual was powerful and fostered a sense of 
communion. 

The next question was intended to elicit reflection on times members observed a 
profound sense of discernment among people. The responses are summarized in Table 


4.6. 
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Table 4.6: Responses Summary, Discernment 

Discernment is a gift given to the Church so that God's will might be discovered in the midst of 
concrete, daily reality. It is a process of prayer and reflection that helps us to be aware of not 
only what we should be doing, but also of what God wants us to be doing. The Holy Spirit leads 
us to see in new ways and to find new opportunities for living the mission of Jesus in our times. 
Discernment is the best way for us to foster growing in communion with Christ. 

Looking back at your own experience of VPL, particularly in the parish, recall a time when you 
observed the powerful gift of discernment. What were the signs and qualities of discernment at 
work in people's lives? 

Attentive to the Wisdom of the People 

• When we were doing Composite Summary Day a large group of people seemed to feel the same way, 
we saw that as the work of the Holy Spirit. We set aside our agendas and asked: “What is the 
wisdom of the people telling us?” - Census Fidelis. As a leader, I felt I could put aside what I might 
think and join in with the group. 

• During the process of analyzing the surveys, people seemed to really be focusing on big picture stuff; 
and this was so much more helpful than just focusing on individual issues; but the group was clearly 
able to see the common threads. 

• I saw discernment happen during our composite summary day. It was a day of great debate. 
Through discussion I saw God’s will being done through that experience. The information in the 
self-study was a sounding board to the group. 

• We were able to discuss, honor each others opinions, compromise and come up with our goals. 

We were open to listen and hear what others had to say. 

The Power of a Prayerful Setting 

• There was excitement in the group - liked the prayerfulness. Consensus building was eagerly 
accepted. 

• The Pastoral Council becoming more pastoral in their business. More prayerful - more open to the 
Holy Spirit. Possible move to small Christian Communities to better serve needs on the back burner; 
to make other connections to Diocese. Excited about Confab breakouts and being able to share what 
they have with others. 

• The people who participated needed to be prayerful, be open, setting aside their own pre¬ 
conceptions - willing to see God’s will for our parish. We needed to trust each other. The 
group was familiar with each other. Debate and constant dialogue is essential to good 
discernment. 

• The many times we came together in a prayerful way to discern findings. Things came to light 
that were not seen before. It wasn’t like a “report-card”. We saw things with different eyes. 

Openness to the Work of the Holy Spirit 

• Beginning to see we had more in common as they shared history with another parish. 

• At work in the committee - Staying at the Table. Blending of opposite & strong opinions. Not 
holding to “my” agendas. Dealing with politics. When you cling to the vision, it helped to work 
through things. Realization that the Holy Spirit did get a few ideas in “edgewise.” 

• Composite summary day - prayer - relying on the Holy Spirit - people were very passionate about 
things, but all was “performed in a spirit of love and respect”. 

• Kept asking himself - “what God wanted me to know.” 
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A Sense of Peace, Energy and Hope 

• One quality was a sense of rightness that existed within the whole group as the decision was made. 
Accompanying that was sense of peace, energy and hope. 

• During one gathering, in the midst of all the flip charts being posted all over the room, a unique 
energy came over the entire group which united us and focused us. I know people left that meeting 
happy and energized. 

• all coming to the same conclusions 

• The process of working with commissions and ministry heads to evaluate their ministry areas. The 

“speed, quality and outcome was a sign of discernment.” 


Again, observations can be categorized in four areas: being attentive to the wisdom of 
the people, the power of a prayerful setting, openness to the work of the Holy Spirit, and a 
sense of peace, energy, and hope. 

The participants observed an openness to the question, “What is the wisdom of the 
people telling us?” Agendas were set aside to more clearly discern the sense of the 
faithful. This is in keeping with the spirit of Pilla’s pastoral, realizing that the voice of the 
people is integral to planning or discerning anything for the parish. One of the unique 
qualities of this planning initiative was the importance of the role of the people - rather 
than change being imposed by the hierarchy, the need for change is discerned by the 
people and more readily embraced by them because of this process. 

In prayerful settings, consensus-building was eagerly accepted. In the Ten-Step 
Discernment Listening Guide (Figure 2.4), emphasis is placed on taking time to become 
settled in God’s presence. There was a concurrence in responses that establishing an 
atmosphere of prayer was effective in fostering discernment. 

The blending of opposite and strong opinions showed that people were not holding to 
their agendas, and were able to rely on the Holy Spirit. Discernment occurred when 
people were able to see common threads. 
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The next question was intended to elicit reflection on times members observed a sense 
of unity among people. The responses are summarized in Table 4.7. 

Table 4.7: Responses Summary, Consensus, Collaboration, Communion 

Consensus, Collaboration and Communion lead us to a "common” understanding of our areas of 
vibrancy - what is life-giving in our parish. They move us to see how the life and ministry which 
we cherish can be deepened and enhanced. This common understanding leads to "unity" - a 
cohesive effort among parish people and leaders that empowers the movement forward into 
growth and change. 

Describe an event or experience in the VPL process that inspired you with the sense that 
something truly "unifying" was bringing people together in the parish. What did people say or 
do that brought forth this spirit of unity? 

Best Interest of Parish 

• Rite on the feast of Corpus Christi - Use of grain as a symbol - So many parishes did this, good will 
among people - support of leadership. 

• The whole VPL experience itself led to affirmation that what is happening in the parish is positive, is 
what the people expect and appreciate. 

• Things discussed during composite summary day were always linked with items from parish listening, 
so that the voice always represented the parish community. Dialog between the parishioners and 
the leaders very unifying. 

• The more people who became aware of parish needs, the more people are willing to help. 
Communion was fostered in this way. 

Community 

• Time of discernment - acted and felt like a community. 

• During ministry assessment discussions, barriers of pride and possessiveness broke down. 

Members said, “we could do things better’’, or “we could use help”. Community was experienced 
when the barriers broke down; ideas flowed from humility. 

• Parish Pastoral Council writing a new mission statement that reflected outcomes of the VPL 
Composite Summary. 

• While discerning common areas from listening processes, participants came up with same 
responses and a clear picture of the areas of vibrancy; consensus was easily reached. 

Unity 

• Unity best fostered when the assessments are done in a non-judgmental way, which creates 
energy around consensus. Discernment about what is vibrant leading to composite summary and 
experience of Confab by parish leaders as fruit of all this work was very unifying. 

• The self-study process itself brought together unity. It is important that the parish itself did its 
own self-study. Parishioners “saw” that we really are “one” parish. Unity was also fostered when 
we brought together the results of our two listening processes. They both revealed similar 
findings. 
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As seen in Table 4.7, observations can be categorized in three areas: Having the 
parishes’ best interests in mind, encouragement of community, and the sense of unity 
among participants. Communion was fostered when the assembly felt that their best 
interests were at heart. One person had an experience of unity when working toward their 
Composite Summary prayer day. He reported that consensus was arrived at quickly 
because no one was concerned with their own personal agenda. “All seemed to have the 
parish at heart.” Everyone came together. Communion was also experienced during 
large and small gatherings. One example was when people gathered for the Rite on the 
feast of the Body and Blood of Christ. The use of grain as a symbol of how we come 
together to form community was profound. The prayer experienced in small group 
meetings and the Composite Summary day were also very unifying. 

The last common thread through the responses is the intimate relationship between 
community and unity. When peoples’ gifts were accepted and used through a process, 
unity was experienced. One of the VPL Task Force members commented: “...unifying 
experience came in the Confab Planning Team's willingness to help with all the details. 
Also occurred in our parish staff by the rest of them allowing me to carry the VPL ball.” 
Another response indicated, “The self-study process itself brought together unity. It is 
important that the parish itself did its own self-study. Parishioners ‘saw’ that we really are 
‘one’ parish.” Communion was seen in their unity. 

Finally, the four parish focus groups were asked to consider the future, and imagine 
ways of transforming the parish to enhance the experience of communion. Their 
responses are summarized in Table 4.8, which follows. 
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Table 4.8: Responses Summary, Future Hope 

A Future Hope 

Looking to the future, if you could imagine or transform your parish to enhance the experience 
of "communion " in a wonderful way, what would you do? 

Engagement , Ownership , Stewardship 

• Ask more people for help. 

• Parish leaders and parishioners alike supporting the VPL outcomes. 

• Encourage people to be open to growth and new possibilities. The need for more people to 
participate. 

• Stronger understanding of stewardship 

• More willingness to share time, talent and treasure 

• Commitment is key - anything that we could do to foster greater commitment would be a help. 

• Helping parish community to take responsibility for their parish. 

Community & Communion 

• Discover ways that people treat others like they would treat someone invited to their home. We need 
to get to know people better. Communion works best when people sense that this is their faith 
community. 

• Continue to make visible the collaboration between groups in our parish community. Help from the 
diocese to keep the energy up. 

• Openness to look for additional ways to collaborate. Emphasizing the notion that we are one church 
with many parishes. 

• Better understanding and acceptance of one another, for example, worship styles, spirituality etc. 

• People individually getting to know one another. This happened at the town hall meetings and it 
helped to bring the parish together. 

• Not judging one another. 

• To constantly remember we are one church with many parishes. 

• We need to discover creative ways to get people together so that “communion” can be sparked. 

Faith Sharing & Spirituality 

• Fostering a greater sense of spirituality - “called and committed.” People could think and pray 
about their gifts. 

• Greater faith sharing among parish so that each person knows how beautiful Jesus is. 

• VPL is a journey not a destination. It does not end. We need to do anything we can to keep the 
initiative alive and going. 


The responses to this question are grouped into three themes, which show much 
overlap. They are: engagement, ownership, stewardship; community and communion, and 
faith-sharing and spirituality. Many of the participants echoed that a future hope should 
include building upon the VPL experience. Asking people to commit to their parish by 
sharing their time, talent, and treasure; and building a welcoming atmosphere of 
understanding and acceptance are key factors. Participants indicated a desire to “keep up 
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the energy”, seeking ways to continue to make visible the collaboration within and 
between parishes. Emphasis once again is placed on the notion that we are one church 
with many parishes. Responses reflected a desire for all to take ownership of the church, 
to continue faith-sharing and listening to each other, and to build upon the VPL journey. 



CHAPTER FIVE: Theological Evaluation and Pastoral Reflection 

Communion is the first conviction of Bishop Pilla’s VPL pastoral letter. He says, “our 
chosen method for achieving vibrant parish life for all our people must be an experience 
of communion- growing together in Christ.” 122 When reflecting pastorally and 
theologically, the researcher employs Stephen Covey’s second habit, which is keeping the 
end in mind. The hypothesis of this paper is that communion is best fostered through the 
process of discernment, rooted in principle-centered leadership. Looking at the questions 
asked in Chapter Four, this chapter assesses whether the hypothesis is supported. 

The results of the workshop evaluations and the Appreciative Inquiry interviews 
reveal several recurring themes: vision, process, discernment and consensus, and 
communion. In this chapter, the researcher links the theology and practice of communion 
and discernment, and the theory and application of principle-centered leadership, with the 
responses from the evaluations. It is the intent of the researcher to use these observations 
in telling the story of prayer and process leading to communion. Although this paper 
depicts sequential events, the importance of the process can be likened to many threads 
woven to create a tapestry. In this project - indeed, the entire VPL initiative - the process 
is as important as the outcome. 

My role in the VPL process has been as a member of the VPL Task Force, outside 
facilitator for several parishes, and I was integrally involved in implementation of the 
VPL initiative at my own parish of St. Mary Magdalene. This chapter includes my own 
observations from the research methodology of the project, as well as the implementation 

l22 VPL pastoral, 2. 
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ofVPL in my own parish. 

Vision 

Consistent with the research discussed in Chapter Two, the focus of discernment is 
being proactive, leading and creating our future, while mindful of the vision God has for 
us. This theme is echoed in the writings of Stephen Covey, Spencer Johnson, and even in 
the planning initiatives of the Cleveland Diocese. Refer to Appendix B for a summary of 
these initiatives. The intent of the VPL process is to discover new ways and new 
possibilities for living the mission of Jesus. 

The first Appreciative Inquiry question was about initial excitements and impressions. 
Clearly the vision presented in the VPL pastoral was a source of hope and people were 
encouraged that this vision would take root as the VPL process unfolded. People were 
enthusiastic to be reminded of the Second Vatican Council’s Lumen Gentium, stating we 
are the people of God, all part of one church. Evaluation respondents hoped that 
parishioners would take ownership of their parish and their role in it. The call of the 
Vatican II document on the laity is echoed in this desire of the VPL Task Force, that lay 
leadership would grow. 

A number of respondents expressed sentiments that the VPL initiative would 
encourage both “trickle up” and “trickle down” effects, better uniting the ordained, the 
church leaders, and the parishioners. In light of the Catholic church’s struggle with 
shrinking resources, affirming the emergence of lay leadership can only serve to enliven 
the mission of the church. As pastor, I am very' aware that the congregation includes many 
“untapped resources” - the laity, through their baptism, each having gifts to offer to the 
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mission of the church. Part of principle-centered leadership is to assist all the faithful to 
discover and share their gifts so that our parish communities and diocese can become 
more vibrant. 

From infancy, children are taught the importance of sharing. When working with the 
formation of VPL coordinating teams at the parish level, I often used this image, calling 
to mind that the sum of the parts is greater than the individuals involved. My experience 
is that this concept rings true to participants, but there is hesitancy when it comes to 
sharing across parish boundaries. One of the fundamental principles of the pastoral letter 
is that we are one diocese with many parishes, not many parishes that happen to have a 
diocese. A source of excitement when starting the VPL process was the potential for 
collaboration. 

Process 

Process is fostered by the vision of principle-centered leadership. The evaluation 
responses showed recurring themes between vision and process. The process used in the 
VPL initiative is a self-study. Because the first conviction and one of the intended 
outcomes of the pastoral letter is communion, a parish self-study is best suited for the job. 

Lay leadership is at the heart of the self-study process. This does not imply that 
pastoral leadership is not important, but the encouragement of lay leadership is essential. 
Responses also recognized that one size does not fit all. One of the initial excitements of 
the participants was that the pastoral allowed for latitude in its implementation. The 
process was designed so that opinions of the whole assembly were of paramount 
importance. Four listening strategies were given as choices and recent parish listening 
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processes were respected. 

An important role that the VPL Task Force played was to assist laity with developing 
leadership skills. Discernment and consensus are not always easy to reach. With the 
development of proper skills, leading a group through a discernment process and reaching 
consensus is possible. 

As described in Chapter Three, discernment and consensus are mediated through the 
self-study process. The outcome of this process includes a completed Composite 
Summary, which is an expression of communion. The self-study process is moderated by 
vision and principle-centered leadership skills. Many people commented on the 
effectiveness of process rooted in discernment - see Table 4.4. They said that they were 
most alive and proud when they were able to work through difficult dynamics between 
members. Interviewees also discovered and supported a process that had mid-way points 
where summary and synthesis was necessary. Chapter Three states that consensus takes 
time; this is supported by evaluation results. The parish self-study calls for a gradual 
process of discovery, summary, and synthesis. This method allows for consensus to be 
reached among the participants over time. As demonstrated in Figure 3.3: Parish Self- 
Study Building Blocks, the VPL self-study process is designed to be sequential and 
approached in order. 

An example of the VPL process that we used at St. Mary Magdalene is 
implementation of the Ministries Assessment. The parish staff was asked to consider our 
many ministries from the professional minister’s perspective, to determine which were 
most vibrant, which were most in need of enhancement, and which might be best suited 
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for collaboration. The method called for each staff member to look at every ministry, 
even those with which they were not intimately familiar. As we discussed how one might 
do that, we determined that establishing a vision statement for each area of ministry as a 
measure or ruler would be helpful to the process. We felt it was important that not only 
we as staff came to realize which ministries were vibrant or needed enhancement, but that 
others could see, based on this vision. It was essential that every staff member agree on 
the vision statements, so we used consensus and discernment as part of the process. It 
took several weeks to formulate the vision statements, which were aligned with the 
diocesan Visions and Goals initiative. (See Appendix B for a summary of the Visions and 
Goals initiative.) We also felt that it was important that the facilitator used at our town 
hall meetings and Composite Summary day be present at these vision and evaluation 
meetings. In order for the entire staff to come to consensus, the process was vital. Even 
several months later, it has been helpful to plan future ministries based on these vision 
statements. Gathering all this information was at times difficult, but was necessary for our 
parish to have a good self understanding of who we are as a community of faith, and 
where God is leading us. 

Discernment and Consensus 

Discernment is a spiritual practice that invites God, who is Father, Son, and Spirit, 
into the process of making decisions. Consensus is a method of arriving at a decision 
where all in the group can support the decision that is made. The difference between 
consensus and discernment is that discernment introduces God’s will into the equation. 
Consensus can be reached without prayer or without concern for God’s plan, while the 
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purpose of discernment is to sense the Reign of God in our midst. 

When asked about their observations of discernment, the VPL Task Force and parish 
focus group members sensed discernment when participants were attentive to the wisdom 
of the people, when the setting was prayerful, and when members were open to the work 
of the Holy Spirit. When consensus was reached through discernment, there was a sense 
of peace, energy, and hope. 

The self-study process itself utilizes consensus and discernment. In my own parish of 
St. Mary Magdalene, we followed the time line presented by the VPL Task Force. 
Members of the VPL coordinating team participated in diocesan training and spent many 
hours planning, catechizing, and laying the groundwork for VPL. The actual self-study 
process began within parishes during Fall, 2002 . At St. Mary Magdalene, we completed 
the VPL surveys during liturgy one weekend in October, 2002 (825 responses). We 
utilized Appreciative Inquiry to ascertain the input of children in the day school and 
parish school of religion (600 children) and homebound (20), and we also conducted 
town hall meetings in January, 2003 (50 participants). We found a lot of agreement 
between all the listening processes, revealing to us similar observations. As was noted by 
the focus group parishes, this was a common experience. The congruence of results 
between listening processes is a sign of the authenticity of the one voice representing the 
feelings of the assembly - the people of God. 

The leadership of St. Mary Magdalene felt it was important that the VPL coordinating 
team meetings and VPL Composite Summary retreat day revolved around prayer. We 
also wanted the entire assembly to have an experience of prayer recognizing and 
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celebrating our gifts. In 2003, we conducted a lenten mission called Amazing Grace: 
Amazing Gifts, adapted from the VPL Mission provided by the VPL Task Force. The 
three-day retreat first focused on individual gifts, then on gifts of our families, and finally 
on the gift of our parish community. The presenters and witnesses were all from our 
parish community. The mission incorporated multiple senses, and included prayer, 
inspiration, activities, and “homework”. The experience of Amazing Grace: Amazing 
Gifts connected parishioners with the vibrancy of St. Mary Magdalene in a prayerful way. 

Our parish held it’s self-study summary retreat in May of 2003, at which time we 
discerned the Composite Summary. Results of our self-study process have been addressed 
at pastoral council meetings and finance council meetings, and formal promulgation of 
the summary results to the parish began at the end of January, 2004. At the writing of this 
paper, we continue to explore possible areas of collaboration with neighboring parishes. 

My first-hand experience concurs with the research and the evaluations. As Task 
Force member, we designed the Composite Summary day to include these factors: a 
prayerful setting, using the assembly or congregation as a sounding board, being open to 
the work of the Holy Spirit, and an openness to new possibilities. We encouraged 
participants to ask the question, “if we could do anything to serve God, where money and 
resources were no concern, what would we hope for?” When consensus was reached, we 
asked participants to consult their feelings or their sense of being peaceful with the 
decisions made. 

Participating in St. Mary Magdalene’s Composite Summary day, I observed that each 
of the movements of the day came to logical conclusion, and the participants were 
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peaceful with the process. By the time we got to the end, though it was a very long day, 
group members were satisfied with the outcome and left with a newfound energy and 
insight into our true areas of parish vibrancy and challenge. The results of our VPL self- 
study process, leading to our Composite Summary, follow. The information presented 
here reflects a lengthy process that used consensus and discernment throughout. It was the 
experience of the VPL coordinating team of St. Mary Magdalene that the process was as 
important as the outcomes. 

An overview of the St. Mary Magdalene Composite Summary retreat day found our 
parish is blessed with hundreds of volunteers who freely share their time and talents. 

Also, the rectory and day school staffs dedicate themselves to serving this parish, and our 
pastoral team is seen as providing excellent leadership. We are a vibrant parish in many 
ways, as the VPL self-study results demonstrate. 

Our composite summary indicates that our most vibrant ministries are, in order of 
vibrancy: Stephen Ministry, Youth Ministry, Parish School of Religion and 
Faith/Sacramental preparation programs, Vacation Bible School, and the planning of 
prayerful liturgies. Also in order from greatest to least, our areas of challenge are: 
Encouraging more volunteer participation; Social advocacy; Fuller programs for middle 
school students; An assessment of the gap between answers to the survey questions about 
"how important" Masses are to the SMM community (#1) and "how well done" those 
Masses are (# 25); and an assessment of all ministries, especially to the elderly. Our 
Composite Summary also indicates our areas most appropriate for collaboration with 
another parish are: Investigating ways to share the fixed cost of running our day school; 
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Outreach to the elderly; Social advocacy; Hiring of a shared Volunteer Coordinator; and 
faith development programs: Parish School of Religion, Youth Ministry programs, RCIA, 
and the Alpha program. 

Communion 

Bishop Pilla’s pastoral is meant to influence the people of God at the most local 
levels: the diocese and parish. As noted in Chapter One, it is through our baptism and 
confirmation that we are led to full communion, becoming fully initiated members of the 
Body and Blood of Christ. It is in this faith community that we discover the communion 
that Bishop Pilla describes: “Communion - growing together in Christ.” 

Other fundamentals of communion are that it can never be coerced; it is freely given 
as a gift by God, accepted by the Christian, and then lived by serving one another. 

Because communion or community can never be forced, needing to be freely chosen, a 
process of formation and conversion is best suited to achieve the outcome of communion. 
We give witness to communion in a process that is itself vibrant, one that encourages the 
faith life of our people and ministers. The microcosm of communion at the parish level, 
expressed in an authentic Composite Summary, leads to the macrocosm of collaboration 
among parishes in a diocese. 

At the local parish level, evaluation responses indicated communion was experienced 
when people felt listened to and respected, when their gifts were affirmed, when they took 
ownership of the church as the People of God, and through ritual, faith formation, and 
community gatherings. These experiences of communion bring people together in the 
parish, and, facilitated by consensus, lead to collaboration. 
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As we effectively used discernment, guided by principle-centered leadership, 
communion among the members of the VPL coordinating teams and, in fact, communion 
among parish members was achieved. The challenge going forward is to achieve that 
same communion among multiple parishes. Reaching this goal will require more 
discernment, guided by principle-centered leadership, as well as collaboration, vision, and 
a willingness to share parish gifts in communion with another parish. Only then will we 
truly embody the mystical body of Christ and become evermore the people of God. 



CHAPTER SIX: Conclusion 


Introduction 

The last habit of Stephen Covey’s Seven Habits of Highly Effective People is 
Sharpening the Saw. He says that in order to sustain the six previous habits, it is 
important to preserve and enhance one’s greatest asset: oneself. Covey identifies four 
components: Physical - exercise, nutrition, stress management; Spiritual - value 
clarification and commitment, study and meditation; Mental - reading, visualizing, 
planning, writing; and Social/Emotional - service, empathy, synergy, intrinsic security. 

To become an interdependent person and a good pastoral minister, one must be healthy, 
balancing these components. 

After ten years of pastoral ministry, which has taken place in two parish assignments, 

I started on this Doctor of Ministry Program to sharpen my saw. I believe this was the 
right time to embark on this three-year process to sharpen my saw and my ministerial 
skills. As I enrolled in the Doctor of Ministry program, Bishop Pilla’s Vibrant Parish 
Life Initiative was just getting underway. When I served as a member of the Diocesan 
Pastoral Council (a two-year term), Bishop Pilla first announced his idea of publishing 
the VPL pastoral. I was excited about its vision and hoped that its implementation would 
have a reaching impact on the church and on my ministry. 

How this Project Enhanced My Ministry as Pastor 

I have come to realize that being a pastor in today’s church includes a delicate balance 
of leadership and management. We are called to be spiritual, to minister to the flock, to 
lead, to preach, and to set the example. The reality of being a pastor also includes a 
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considerable amount of management - from managing finances and facilities, to human 
resources. After this three-year process of reading, reflection, and study, I know now that 
I need to spend more time exercising leadership skills, and delegate more of the 
management tasks to the able staff of St. Mary Magdalene. To be a good preacher, I need 
to be a good leader. To be a good leader, I must take the time to pray, to nourish myself 
with the scriptures, to listen, and to minister. I must seek communion through 
interdependent relationships with those whom I serve and with whom I minister. To 
effectively lead, I need to plan. I must discern the vision, along with the leaders of my 
parish, open to the voice of God. 

Working on this project has enhanced my ministry as pastor in a number of ways. 
Writing about principle-centered leadership and exploring the seven habits identified by 
Stephen Covey has helped me articulate more clearly how I think and lead. I have come 
to realize that, with limited resources and time, I must make the most of the time I have. 
Thus, I must strive for effectiveness in all I do. 

A measure of effectiveness is communion. This serves as a guide - it is an ever¬ 
present reality in the church and should always be the outcome of all that we do. The laity 
serves a vital role in striving for communion. I believe what the document on the Laity 
says, that we are co-laborers, the ordained and the laity, working together to bring about 
the mission of Christ in the world. When we invite the laity, the people of God, to take 
responsibility, when we affirm their gifts and invite them to use those gifts for the greater 
good, we are transformed into the Mystical Body of Christ. 

Covey’s first habit of effectiveness is that each person, and in fact each organization, 
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should be proactive. As stated in Chapter Two, church leaders need to be proactive. Our 
behavior is a function of the choices that we make. The VPL process intends to empower 
proactive leaders to create the vibrant parish life to which we are called. If I am not a 
proactive pastor, then my passivity will lead to events that happen to me instead of me 
shaping my circumstances. 

The second habit of highly effective people is that they begin with the end in mind. 

As leaders and pastoral planners we need to keep the end in mind. Pilla expressed the 
end of all of our parish activity, that is communion, growing together in Christ. Being 
involved with shaping how the first conviction of the pastoral letter has taken shape, 
becoming rooted in the faith communities of our diocese, has been such a privilege. I, 
along with many others, have sincerely attempted to offer leadership which helped to 
foster communion in parishes through spiritual discernment. In the focus parishes I 
studied, including the place of my own ministry, we have certainly made inroads in 
fostering this communion, which is the outcome of all parish activities. 

Habit three is put first things first. All of us have limited resources. To make the most 
of what we have, we need to place our attention on tasks that allow us to be most focused 
on our mission. The second Vatican council states clearly that the mission of the church 
is salvation, which comes into existence through communion, growing together in Christ. 
Often times we do not examine closely enough the purpose or direction of the ministries 
of our parish. The self-study process rooted at the heart of the VPL initiative assists 
parishes in putting first things first, keeping us in Covey’s Quadrant II (important, but not 
urgent activities). The act of creating vision statements, thus setting a gage of 
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effectiveness for our ministries, has had much positive impact. It has guided the 
development of future ministries, and has focused our current ministries. 

At the heart of the VPL pastoral letter, as well as at the heart of many gospel stories, 
is the notion that one person’s success is not achieved at the exclusion of others’ 
successes. This fourth habit is “Think Win/Win”. Win/Win is a frame of mind and heart 
that constantly seeks mutual benefit in all human interaction. Think Win/Win is also at 
the root of parishes’ possible collaboration. Win/Win thinking involves principles of 
interpersonal leadership, which is the culmination of the three previous habits. Effective 
interpersonal leadership requires the vision, the proactive initiative, and the security, 
guidance, wisdom, and power that comes from principle-centered leadership. Because the 
VPL initiative focuses on things we appreciate, the emphasis is on the positive, which 
enables parishes to see the good things that make up the life of their parishes. Through the 
process leading to a Composite Summary, each parish realized they had something they 
could share, making Win/Win possible. 

The fifth habit is “seek first to understand, then to be understood”. This cannot be 
emphasized enough when utilizing the listening tools that are the foundations of the self- 
study process. In order to establish vision or direction, we first need to understand where 
we are. The VPL self-study process asks parishes to keep an eye toward areas of vibrancy, 
areas of challenge, and areas of possible collaboration. Included in this habit, Covey 
suggests we should always diagnose before we prescribe. How can a parish know what it 
has to offer for collaboration before realizing the complete picture that makes up the 
parish, vibrancies and challenges? 
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Another key factor of the fifth habit is the importance of listening. If the focus of 
parish life is unity or communion, rather than uniformity, appreciating the differences of 
all involved helps build vibrancy. In order to accomplish this union and communion, we 
must be a people who learn to listen deeply to one another. Listening is an essential skill 
for building self-awareness, but it is also at the foundation of collaboration. In all of the 
interaction I have with parishioners and staff, I am much more attuned to listening 
without judgement, to trying hard to understand before being understood. I try daily to 
apply the listening skills outlined in the discernment section of Chapter Two - listening to 
others with one’s entire self, not interrupting, absorbing what is being said, etc. It is 
because of this year of self-study, and teaching other parishes about listening skills, that I 
have honed my abilities as listener. 

Covey’s sixth habit embodies the ultimate outcome of the VPL process: Collaboration 
or synergy. Simply defined, synergy is that the whole is greater than the sum of its parts. 
People working together among parishes will further the mission of salvation and 
communion in a much more effective way than each parish going alone. Also deeply 
embodied in the VPL pastoral letter is the notion that we are one diocese with many 
parishes, not many parishes who happen to share a diocese. The Confabs that have 
started, and the subsequent formation of ministry leadership teams, supported by the 
district structure of the Cleveland diocese, are examples of collaboration fueled by 
synergy. 

This brings us back around to the final habit. This program of study has resulted in 
my evaluating the balance I strive for physically, spiritually, mentally, and 
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socially/emotionally. For the past two years, I have been in tune with my physical health 
by exercising regularly, eating more balanced meals, and engaging in the practice of yoga. 
At the start of the Doctor of Ministry program, one of the first courses offered was a 
review of the stages of human and spiritual development. The course encouraged me to 
make a commitment to be a healthy and whole person. I realized that in order to be a 
good minister, I had to be a healthy individual. My self-esteem and confidence have 
grown throughout the process. I have learned when it is appropriate to say “no”, without 
feeling bad about it. 

In the late-1990's, I participated in a discernment retreat for young adults, facilitated 
by the Vocation and Youth Ministry office. The purpose of the 13-week workshop was 
for young adults to discern God’s direction in their lives. On the closing retreat, each of 
them wrote a personal mission statement in the model of Stephen Covey. The leaders, 
including myself, also wrote mission statements. Mine was to be healthy and holy. For a 
few years I wasn’t sure how to accomplish that, but I believe that the Doctor of Ministry 
program served as a doorway to accomplishing this personal goal. As the self-study 
process enfolded in parishes, one of the images I used was that of painting a portrait of 
the parish. My study in the Doctor of Ministry program provided the structure for painting 
my self-portrait, which allowed me to see areas of needed growth and where change was 
necessary, in order to be a vibrant minister. 

Strengths of Project 

One strength of the project was that it was integrated into a larger process. There was 
richness of experience that allowed us to draw some conclusions. If this had only been 
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conducted in my parish, there may not have been enough diversity of experiences to allow 
for replication and recommendations. Another strength was that the process of designing 
the workshop was itself a collaborative experience. We put into practice the outcome that 
we sought, which was fostering communion through discernment, based on principle- 
centered leadership. This was not always easy, but the journey was well worth the 
outcome. 

While this project was implemented in a diocesan-wide setting, another strength is 
that it could easily be applied to an individual parish interested in exploring its areas of 
vibrancy and challenge. Through discernment, parish leaders could then develop a plan to 
enhance strengths and improve challenges. The principles of the process could also be 
applied to any parish meeting where discernment is necessary to unite our desires with 
God’s. 

One of the fundamental premises of AI is planning not from the perspective of 
deficits, but rather focusing on what is life-giving. Deficit-based planning sets up a 
negative frame of reference, while AI asks what works best. AI embraces a new way of 
thinking, and fosters discernment, as discernment asks what God wants us to do, not what 
God doesn’t want. The use of AI keeps the focus on the positive, seeking what is life- 
giving, what embodies God. The appreciative method of the self-study process was a vital 
strength of the project, and of the implementation of the pastoral letter. 

Weaknesses of Project 

In some ways, the strengths of this project are at the same time the weaknesses. At 
times it was difficult to fit myself into this process and take on a project of such scope. 
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Research methodology implies having control over the study, and with a collaborative 
effort I needed to rely on the expertise of other members of the VPL Task Force. In some 
ways, this made this study qualitative and descriptive. Preparing the theoretical and 
theological chapter was particularly challenging because it involved working with a 
pastoral letter that only had implicit theology and theory. My task was to make those 
explicit without conferring with the author of the pastoral. 

Because this project utilized AI as a research methodology, it’s focus was not on 
times when discernment did not occur. Figure 2.4 describes the setting necessary for 
discernment to occur. The researcher presumes that discernment does not take place when 
those factors were not present. One could conduct a study on how to more specifically 
help parish leaders to improve their discernment skills, and this has been a 
recommendation of some of the framers of the VPL process, but that was beyond the 
scope of this project. Had time constraints not been a consideration, a workshop aimed at 
developing discernment skills would have been appropriate. 

Another of the challenges of taking on a project of this scope was that of continuing 
my role as full-time pastor while participating in many more meetings and hours of study 
for the design and implementation of the workshop. On the positive side, the quality of 
our parish’s implementation of the self-study initiative was higher due to my direct 
involvement at the diocesan level, both in the design and implementation of VPL. 
Ramifications for Those in Ministry 

Ramifications of this project for other ministers includes the importance of living 
principle-centered leadership. Specifically, we are called to leadership, not management. 
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If our leadership is based on vision, then we are always heading in the same direction - 
fostering communion - while recognizing the exact path may vary. The process is as 
important as the outcome. While process takes time and can at times seem laborious, it is 
worth the final outcome. 

In the focus group parishes, communion occurred among those closest to the 
initiative. Reflecting Bishop Pilla’s intent, the process itself did reflect its intended 
outcome. One of the future hopes of the focus group parishes was to broaden the 
communion existing between those responsible for the initiative with the whole 
community. Additional rituals and experiences to connect parish leadership with the 
wider parish community would be a benefit to fostering broader communion. 
Contribution to the Field of Practical Theology 

Uniting principle-centered leadership with discernment, in this case through a self- 
study process, but in any ecclesial setting, allows communion to be at the heart of who we 
are called to be as a Christian people. While many may know that it is important, this 
paper provides strategies for how to accomplish it. Applying what worked in fostering 
discernment, consensus, and communion in other areas of ministry would contribute to 
the field of practical theology. 

This project also offers an opportunity to look at the dynamics of discernment. 
Discernment has been a long-standing tradition in our church, and can be overlooked as a 
valid method of decision-making. If, in fact, communion is something we seek 
throughout parish life at many different levels, then consensus and discernment are key to 
arriving at communion. The project also offers a look at the dynamics of communion. 
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Communion is ultimately an eschatological reality - it is not fully realized until the end of 
time. This project allows us to see glimpses of communion and glimpses of discernment, 
the Reign of God in our midst. While a program implies cause and effect, the human and 
relational component of communion calls for a process rather than a program. The 
process needs to be dynamic, flexible, intuitive, and open to the workings of the Spirit 
through the people. There are some very practical applications of this project to parish 
life. 

Contributions of this Project to Wider Ministerial Community 

This project makes it easier for other dioceses to apply the VPL process as desired. 
Because the project looked at best practices, or what worked, this information will prove 
helpful for any future pastoral planning initiatives. To keep the VPL initiative alive, a 
next step for the Diocese of Cleveland should include further analysis of the appreciative 
themes that surfaced in this project. Specifically, future action should engage the 
responses of initial hopes and excitements, along with future hopes, as a basis for 
continuing the journey of Vibrant Parish Life. 

To bring to life communion in our parish communities, working together, sharing 
gifts, and viewing ourselves not as isolated individuals or parishes, continually needs to 
be encouraged. The district framework, a heightened awareness that the next step of VPL 
is collaboration, and an openness to share can only help to support working together and 
growing together in Christ. 

It is important to remember that discernment is a process that is best described as a 
spiral, rather than a straight line. As one journeys along, there are glimpses of 
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communion, which leads to more discernment, leading to deeper communion. It must be 
understood that full communion does not happen until the end of time, when Christ 
returns again in glory and when God is all in all. 



APPENDIX A 


Vibrant Parish Life Pastoral Letter by Bishop Anthony M. Pilla 

Like most people in the Church, my recollections of growing up Catholic consist of vivid 
images and pictures, vibrant scenes and fond sentiments. My warmest memories are 
about people... lively, animated, loving people. These people were "my parish." Parish 
life was so central to us as children that, when asked where we lived, we were as likely to 
name a parish as we were a street or neighborhood. For most Catholics of my era, the 
parish was the center of our lives and Church life was parish life. 

Although the parish is not the only setting in which people experience the Church, it is a 
touchstone for all the other ecclesial experiences. It supports and sustains the domestic 
Church. It is home to countless groups and gatherings of people. It unites its parishioners 
with the Diocese and the universal Church. I see parish life as so central to our diocesan 
well-being that I would say, "as the parish goes, so goes the faith of the people." 

Therefore, as we conclude our Jubilee observance, I want to present my convictions 
about parish life and how we can best sustain this great gift through collaboration among 
our parishes. I am not seeking to re-create the past nor am I able to predict the future, but 
I intend to share my vision, my values and my hopes. Jesus defines the purpose of His 
mission when He says, "I came that they might have life, and have it more abundantly" 
(John 10:10). My hope is that we will do all that is possible to sustain and enhance the 
vibrant parish life to which Jesus calls us. 

These are not my first words regarding the future of parish ministry in our Diocese. 

Rather, this reflection summarizes my thoughts about a conversation that has been going 
on for years. This conversation developed against the backdrop of many positive 
developments as well as serious challenges that evolved over the last thirty years. These 
years have witnessed the positive growth brought about by the Second Vatican Council, 
the renewal of our liturgical life, the expansion of ministries and the renewal of our 
proclamation of the Good News in an effort to evangelize the modem world. These 
advances have been accompanied by some challenges. Of particular concern here are 
issues resulting from the reality of suburban sprawl and its demand for parish growth, the 
decline of the urban core and its threat to city and ethnic parish ministry, and the very 
real issue of fewer priests and religious being available today than in the past. 

This conversation is also influenced by the diversity and richness of our Diocese and the 
increasing variety of needs. Our eight-county Diocese is urban, suburban, and rural; 
manufacturing and agricultural; wealthy and poor; east, west, and south; and includes 
diverse races, languages and ethnic groups. With this richness also comes a full array of 
needs, all of which are important and legitimate concerns of the Church. These needs are 
as numerous and varied as the persons who possess them. These needs continue to 
challenge the Church’s efforts and means of responding. While our Church is blessed 
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with impressive gifts and resources, the circumstances and challenges of today demand 
that we seek renewed ways of nurturing parish life. 

As I look to the future I see our challenge to be finding a balance between these very real 
needs, and the gifts and resources available to meet them. Finding such a balance 
requires discernment. Discernment is a gift given to the Church so that God’s will might 
be discovered in the midst of concrete, daily reality. Under the influence of the Holy 
Spirit we are charged to find new opportunities for the mission of Jesus to be 
accomplished in and through us. Discernment is needed today for us to faithfully meet 
the present challenges as we plan for the future of parish life. If the Church is to flourish 
in the 21st century, we must offer, maintain, and support a vibrant parish life for every 
Catholic. 

Vision 

The characteristics of a "viable and vibrant parish life" are discernible from many 
sources. During the 1990’s, our Diocese has used Our Vision and Goals, and its five areas 
of mission: Celebrating, Evangelizing, Caring, Teaching and Participating. I offer my 
further reflections on vibrant parish life. 

We are a Eucharistic Church. As Catholics, we are formed into a faith community by the 
Holy Spirit by being gathered around Christ at the table of the Word and Eucharist. We 
see ourselves as called by Christ to be His Church, to become His Body. We know that 
we are a sacramental Church. We have come to appreciate the Word of God as 
proclaimed in the assembly and broken open for us in the homily. We believe that Word 
and Sacrament belong together. We know that we must gather to celebrate the Liturgy of 
the Eucharist, doing as Christ commanded us to do in memory of His life and ministry, 
His suffering, death and resurrection, and His sending of the Holy Spirit. We are most 
true to our Catholic identity when we uphold the importance of Word and Sacrament, 
celebrated in common. 

For most Catholics in our Diocese, the parish is our Eucharistic community. People seek 
a vibrant community where we can celebrate the Liturgy in a dignified and prayerful 
way, where, with others of our faith, we encounter Christ, and from which we can take 
that presence of the Risen Lord to our families, neighborhoods and workplaces. Catholics 
have always turned to the parish when seeking reconciliation, to marry, have their 
children baptized, or bury loved ones. It is no wonder that people sense the need for a 
priest, deacon or parish minister for these sacramental, educational and pastoral needs. 

We understand the important Catholic tradition of grace and sacrament in the most 
significant moments of our lives. We value a Christian community that is spiritually 
alive. We want our parishes to grow through evangelization and the Rites of Christian 
Initiation. 


In addition to the opportunities for worship and reception of all the sacraments, a vibrant 
parish, alone or in collaboration with other parishes, must be able to offer religious 
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education on all levels. We have always prized our Catholic schools. We deeply care 
about quality religious education programs such as our Parish Schools of Religion and 
youth ministries. These are the places where so many of us have learned how our faith 
relates to all aspects of life and how the values of our faith must be integrated into our 
daily decisions. Adult religious education and formation opportunities, programs for 
strengthening family life, young adult programs...all these must also be regularly 
available and strengthened. 

A vibrant parish reaches out to the world around it and genuinely cares about the needs of 
the poor and those who are less fortunate. We are a missionary Church. Acts of charity, 
as we read in the Acts of the Apostles, were characteristic of the first Christian 
community of Jerusalem. All gave of their possessions so that no one was in need. We in 
our day, must seek to imitate the zeal of that early community. A vibrant parish must 
inspire in its parishioners a care for its members and its neighbors. We know that the 
‘neighbors’ of any parish include the surrounding community with its many different 
people, the Diocese, the nation, our universal Church and the whole of the society in 
which we live. We must be a sharing community to bear the name Catholic. The Church 
in the City initiative has further defined this call to serve the common good of our cities 
and region. 

It is also clear to us that as Church, and especially as individual members and local 
communities in the Church, we must be involved in forming a just society. We must 
strengthen family bonds in Church and society. We must guard the sacredness of life in 
all its stages. We must be concerned about the poor and the disadvantaged, and the 
societal systems that affect their lives. We must pursue justice and peace. Moreover, we 
must do this in collaboration with the ecumenical and interfaith communities. 

A vibrant parish is a caring and welcoming community of faith, a place to which we 
come willingly, where we feel at home, where we know we can grow in our faith, where 
we can find God and be reconciled when we feel lost, where the emphasis is on the 
individual worth and dignity of every person. A parish should be, above all else, a good 
place in which to grow spiritually — a supportive and caring community to be proud of. 

What will our parishes need in order to realize this vision of vibrant parish life in the next 
decades? Let me share my reflections. 

To be the center of good worship, qualified and trained liturgists and musicians are 
needed to make sure that what is done is in the best of the Catholic tradition. The faithful 
should be formed to understand the meaning of our communal prayers and rituals, and 
appreciate them as special and distinct from their daily routine and chores. Liturgy 
should be an experience in which the faithful encounter the presence of God and are 
inspired to seek a deeper holiness in their lives. 
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Parishes in the next decades, either alone or in collaboration with their neighbors, should 
have effective programs of education in our faith at all levels. Qualified personnel are 
needed to administer and facilitate all of these programs. 

Parishes will need to have coordinated outreach ministries, again with qualified 
personnel. The extent of poverty and the need for such outreach cannot be overestimated. 

Parishes will need to collaborate in providing different services and support groups to 
assist and aid all kinds of parishioners with their individual needs, e.g., family programs 
to help those preparing for marriage; care for the sick and elderly; programs for those 
seeking parenting skills; support groups for the widowed and divorced, for the 
chemically dependent, and for those with difficult life situations. While no single parish 
can afford an individual minister for each of these needs, parishes can cooperate to assure 
that someone coordinates them, knows how to evaluate the best of such groups and 
where they are available, and can assess the religious values that ground them. 

All of these opportunities require much collaboration. They demand good stewardship 
and the willingness to share with others - the poor with the rich, the rich with the poor, 
one cultural group with another. Collaboration includes sharing in the same district or 
neighborhood, and goes beyond to invite partnerships between parishes with different 
cultural roots. 

As I look to the future, I also recognize that each parish has its own history, one that 
gives birth to its particular characteristics. We certainly do not want to lose these unique 
qualities. Many parishes were founded with strong ethnic roots that were and continue to 
be important in sustaining people’s faith. Our European, Asian, African-American and 
Hispanic parishes are a vital witness in our Diocese and we are proud of them. Moreover, 
our rural parishes will not be the same as our urban or suburban ones. Our richness and 
diversity are a treasure to be preserved. Vibrant parish life is the best way for us to 
manifest the presence of Christ and to inspire others to embrace Christ more profoundly. 
This quality of parish life is a reality in many places. If all Catholics are to experience 
vibrant parish life, we will need to sustain and expand the vital ministries we now have, 
while discerning new and creative means of providing ministry in the future. We also 
need catechesis in order for our people to understand and support this vision of vibrant 
parish life. 

I am afraid, however, that such vibrancy is being threatened by the effects of growth in 
some areas, decline in others, fewer priests and religious, and the increasing inability to 
hire lay ecclesial ministers in the places where they are needed and wanted. For the 
future of Church life in our Diocese, I am convinced that vibrant parish life, as we have 
come to define it, must be available to all areas of our eight counties. 

Let us consider for a moment the consequences if we do not take action now to ensure 
vibrant parish life throughout our Diocese. If we simply continue the status quo, we may 
see the day when we will be a Church in decline because our parishes and our ministries 
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have become weakened by fewer staff and diminished resources. This would be a great 
loss for our people. I do not want to see the health of our priests, deacons, religious and 
lay ecclesial ministers threatened by asking them to do more than they can. I also do not 
want priests to be so overburdened with administrative responsibilities that they have too 
little time for the sacramental and interpersonal ministry which they see as central to their 
priestly work. I can foresee these as real possibilities on the not-too-distant horizon if we 
fail to act now. Failing to act now may mean that the evolving reality will impose more 
difficult situations upon us; circumstances may take the choice out of our hands. Right 
now, we have options. Engaging in a process of renewal can lead to a fuller, vibrant 
parish life for those who participate. Failing to act will lead inevitably to diminished 
parish life. 

I realize that parishes grow and change. They are affected in ways beyond their control 
by changes in the region or neighborhood where they are located. I recognize that it is 
very difficult for the people of a parish to see their community in decline and in need of 
support, facing deficit budgeting and an uncertain future. They may be unable to 
adequately serve the needs of parishioners with the ministries necessary for a vibrant 
faith community. It may well be advisable for a small parish facing these circumstances 
to unite with another parish or parishes to ensure a more stable neighborhood presence 
and improve the quality of ministry that can be provided to its people. It takes great 
courage for a parish to see that it is no longer viable, and that for the good of the future 
parishioners, a merger with another parish or closing is needed. I offer the people of any 
parish in difficulty my prayerful support and my guidance in coming to a wise decision 
about the steps that need to be taken. I understand that closing a parish without the 
consultation and support of its members can lead to lasting hurt and alienation from the 
Church. 

We must never abandon hope in the working of the Holy Spirit among us, nor in God’s 
love and providence in our lives. Building on the good solid traditions of the past and on 
the willingness of our priests and parishioners of today to look at their situations in a 
realistic but hopeful way, we can indeed face the future boldly and with confidence and 
trust. 

Four Convictions 

I offer here my heartfelt convictions and core values in order to assist the diocesan 
Church in the process of discernment for the future. These convictions come from my 
reflection upon the Gospel, my study of Church history, consultation with the ministers 
and faithful of our Diocese and my reading of the signs of the times over the past forty 
years. These thoughts drive my pastoral ministry as bishop regarding the future of our 
parish life and I believe they must guide us as we consider the future of our Diocese in 
the New Millennium. 


My first conviction is that our chosen method for achieving vibrant parish life for all of 
our people must be an experience of "communion" - growing together in Christ. I want 
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the process that we use for developing ways of better sharing our resources and personnel 
to have the same qualities as the goal we are seeking to achieve. St. Paul’s Letter to the 
Ephesians presents us with a model of how the Church should face and resolve the issues 
of its life: "Living the truth in love, we should grow in every way into Him who is the 
head, Christ, from whom the whole body ... brings about the body's growth and builds 
itself up in love" (4:15-16). Therefore, I believe that our efforts to respond to the realities 
of growth and decline must be guided by a process that itself is vibrant, one that "builds 
up" the experience of parish life for the people and the ministers. It is my hope that this 
process, for those who enter it sincerely, will not discourage people or communities. 
Instead, any process we use to deal with the future of parish ministry must encourage the 
faith life of the persons most directly affected. This standard which I am setting will be 
challenging to uphold. It demands the love of Christ, a charity beyond all telling, a 
willingness for compromise and sacrifice, and a fidelity to the Gospel and the Church. 

My second conviction is one of deep respect for, and reliance upon, the leadership of 
those closest to each situation. I hold in inestimable value the local community, its gifts, 
traditions, ethnicity and needs. This respect mandates that any process involve initiative 
at the local community level. I do not believe that true parish life can be imposed from an 
outside authority. Rather, I am convinced that it must be discerned in faith and be 
embraced voluntarily with the heart. While I will admit that this conviction is a personal 
approach, I must assure you that it is an intentional and, I believe, an authentic act of 
Christian leadership. I suggest that its validity lies in my understanding of true 
conversion, and its attraction for me lies in my esteem for each member of the Christian 
faithful. Admittedly, it is a challenging style of leadership, because it depends upon the 
commitment and responsive fidelity of courageous members of our parishes and 
communities if it is to be effective. It is risky and deeply Christian, because it is an 
attitude of leadership that requires no compulsory participation, threatens no 
consequences for non-compliance, and demands hard work and perseverance. For those 
who accept the call to cooperate, I can promise you a powerful experience of the Spirit 
and an opportunity for true Christian discipleship and authentic Church life. I invite the 
cooperation of all the faithful in the Diocese. My personal spirituality and style of 
episcopal leadership dictate that I rely upon the leaders and members of each local 
community to participate in the fonnulation of a plan for the future and to willingly open 
their hearts to new life and to a renewed Church. 

My conversations on the subject of parish staffing have shown me that most people do 
have some idea of what they think might "fix things." I find many of these "fixes" 
unacceptable because they are typically solutions aimed at some "other" people, 

"someone else’s" parish, one of those "cumbersome" institutions, or some "unfamiliar" 
effort. Our solutions cannot deal with the Church’s people and institutions by using 
impersonal or hurtful strategies. My resistance to formulating an aggressive and 
sweeping plan for parish consolidations or closings is that, rather than "fixing" a 
fundamental problem or strengthening the faith of the people, the actual result is that 
people experience tremendous pain and alienation. I do not believe that building vibrant 
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parish life can be legislated. It must involve initiative at the local community level and be 
embraced willingly with the heart by those most affected. This demands local leadership. 

My third conviction is that the priests, deacons, religious and lay ecclesial ministers 
serving the parishes of our Diocese must be respected and that their faithful cooperation 
is essential. The mission of Christ in this Diocese cannot be accomplished, nor can the 
challenges of growth and decline be remedied, without the initiative and cooperation of 
these men and women in leadership. I rely very much upon their insights, their gifts, and 
their generosity to build up parish life. Our parish leaders are as prepared, gifted, 
committed, and generous as any in the Church. I take very seriously my responsibility of 
appointing and distributing our ordained ministers in an effective and just fashion, 
considering the overall needs of the entire Diocese. 

However, I am very concerned about the increased burden upon fewer priests, the effect 
on priestly morale of being "over-stretched", the burden upon lay ecclesial ministers 
having insufficient priestly and sacramental support, and the burden upon our institutions 
to recruit, train, and maintain lay ecclesial ministers with just compensation. These 
aspects of our present dilemma bring urgency to the discussion. We need to move more 
quickly in planning for the future in order to honor, encourage and preserve the treasure 
we have in our parish ministers because these challenges strike them most significantly 
every day. 

The value I place upon the ministers of our Church obliges me to state firmly that 
solutions to the issues of growth and decline must safeguard the role of the ordained 
ministers. I look for solutions that are respectful of the proper role of all in ministry. 

They must include encouragement, training, and the just compensation of lay ecclesial 
ministers. The best solutions will be those that strive to create collaborative leadership 
groups that employ the full complement of all the Church’s ministries. 

If local communities are going to experience vibrant parish life, it will be at the hands 
and to the credit of Spirit-inspired parish leaders. My hope is that every parish leader will 
hear the call of this present situation and join with me in enthusiastically moving into the 
future. 

My fourth and final conviction is that vibrant parish life is best achieved through the 
collaborative efforts of several ministries and communities in an area, and that these 
ministries will often permeate parish boundaries. Such collaboration will utilize and 
preserve the different gifts of each parish; it will relieve the burdens of some; and it will 
promote the faith and the life of all the Christian faithful. In my experience, there are 
wonderful examples of collaboration that have increased the vibrancy of parish life for all 
concerned. Several which come to mind are: programs which are done jointly or 
regionally such as RCIA, youth ministries, Pre-Cana Days, Separated and Divorced 
ministry, elementary schools, adult education/speaker series, and community outreach - 
programs and ministries that a single parish might find difficult or impossible to do alone 
or whose quality is greatly improved when done collaboratively; one or more parishes 
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sharing a pastoral minister (which neither parish could support by itself); and coordinated 
Mass schedules in an area (which eliminates duplicate times and liturgies). Many of our 
parishes have been enriched through The Church in the City partnerships in which 
worship, social, educational and outreach experiences are shared. These partnerships are 
marked by a mutual giving and receiving, and by intentional and inclusive relationships 
which impact both the parish community and individual lives. In all of these cases, parish 
life has become more vibrant because resources were shared and coordinated, and the 
burden on each one was lightened. Traditional parish boundaries can be respected 
without serving as an obstacle to shared parish life throughout every area of the Diocese. 

Growth and decline situations are not an urban, ethnic or administrative problem alone, 
but they involve the whole Diocese. As St. Paul reminds us, we need each other, as each 
part of the body needs every other part. "If they were all one part, where would the body 
be? But as it is, there are many parts, yet one body. The eye cannot say to the hand, ‘I do 
not need you,’ nor again the head to the feet, ‘I do not need you.’ Indeed, the parts of the 
body that seem to be weaker are all the more necessary." (1 Cor. 12:19-22). Ours is a 
family challenge that demands the prayer, cooperation, and creativity of the entire family. 
I invite all parishes in our Diocese to respond to this call of renewing our mission. The 
solution I envision will depend upon every parish reconsidering its responsibilities for 
"parish life" in an area wider than its boundaries. I realize that some people may feel that 
their parish has everything it needs, so why bother with this process. I want to emphasize 
that we are called to give witness to a "Catholic vision" of parish life and unity, and not 
simply a "congregational perspective." Each parish has something to give, and each has 
something to receive. 

I ask that each pastor, staff and pastoral council begin to consider the needs of an area 
broader and wider than the traditional territory of the parish. Likewise, these parish 
leaders must consider the gifts that their individual parish can offer to that same 
surrounding area. The goal of this re-visioning will be the collaborative use of resources 
and personnel, the combining of gifts and creativity, and the building up of and just 
distribution of parish life so that all peoples are exposed to the fullest expression of 
Church life and ministry. 

These are my most firmly held convictions regarding the future of parish life in the 
Diocese of Cleveland. To restate them: 

1) Any process that we use for sharing our resources and personnel must be an 
experience of "communion" - growing together in Christ. 

2) Any solutions we develop must come from and be embraced willingly with the heart 
by the local communities involved. 

3) The initiative and cooperation of the men and women currently in leadership in every 
parish are essential. 
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4) The result of our discernment will be a collaborative effort, involving the networking 
of several ministries and communities in each area of the Diocese, permeating yet 
respecting the boundaries of existing parishes. 

These convictions are interdependent. It seems difficult to imagine a healthy solution for 
our Diocese that omits any of these or exaggerates one. Having stated these convictions 
plainly, I now invite you to join me in the next step of this journey. We are crossing the 
threshold into a new century, an amazing Third Christian Millennium. Amidst the 
uniqueness and the grace of the Jubilee, we find ourselves at a perfect time to gather our 
collective will in order to assess and renew our Church life and to make things the way 
they ought to be. The challenges of growth and decline that I have addressed in this 
statement are only one important aspect among many inviting us to renewal in this new 
time. We must be a reconciled community, one family of faith, sharing a common calling 
and recognizing a common goal. We are Christ’s Body empowered for this mission. St. 
Paul, writing to the Church in Rome, provides the direction by which our common goal 
can be attained: "Let us then pursue what leads to peace and to building up one another" 
(Romans 14:19). If we value the peace among us and strive to build up the life we share, 
our mission is secure. Indeed, prayer and dedication are needed for such a mission. My 
forty years of ministry in this Diocese have convinced me that neither is lacking here. Let 
us join our hearts and lives as we work to build up an ever more vibrant parish life for 
everyone in our Diocese. 

Laying the Groundwork 

The goals and convictions I have stated above will come alive on an area-by-area basis. 
Before I can encourage local parish communities to begin such a renewal, I believe a 
comprehensive preparation is essential. 

A Diocesan Task Force will be appointed in February of 2001 to coordinate the 
preparation and implementation of a collaborative process. This group will develop and 
refine resources and instruments, building upon work we have already done in the 
Diocese. To assist the work of the Task Force, I invite further discussion in the Spring of 
2001 within our parish staffs and parish pastoral councils, districts and consultative 
groups in order to suggest the practical means for implementing this initiative. It is 
essential that we provide steps and resources that will be genuinely helpful and relevant 
to every part of our Diocese. I hope to present the recommended implementation steps 
and resources to be developed by the Task Force at meetings of our priests and parish 
leaders by the beginning of 2002. 

My charge to every pastor, pastoral staff and parish pastoral council in every parish of 
the entire Diocese will then be to initiate a two-step process over a twenty-four month 
period, beginning in the Spring of 2002. 

As a first step, I ask that each parish, using the resources to be developed, assess its 
vitality and vibrancy as a manifestation of "parish life" which the universal Church and 
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our Diocese have envisioned. Discover and proclaim what most gives life in your parish. 
Identify your best resources and your greatest examples of vibrancy. Discern those areas 
where you hope to enhance parish vitality. During this time of review and assessment, 
adequate catechesis will be essential to help our people to understand the vision of parish 
life that is at the heart of ‘why’ we are undertaking this process. 

Second, when the self-study and catechetical steps are complete, I ask you to turn to at 
least one parish, ideally one that touches your parish boundaries. Enter into study and 
dialogue with them. Look at your various ministries and share the results of your self- 
studies. Recall the history and founding of each parish. Examine the rich ethnic, racial, 
liturgical and spiritual variety. Identify the similarities, the duplications and even the 
contradictions that exist between the parishes. The goal of this shared consultation is for 
each parish to identify the parishes (typically no more than three) with whom they can 
cooperate most naturally and begin to develop collaborative initiatives. In some cases, 
these clusters will simply build upon existing relationships and successful collaboration 
already in place. In other cases, new relationships will be formed. It will be helpful to 
discuss the formation and ongoing development of clusters within each district. 

Parishes now engaged in The Church in the City partnerships with non-adjacent parishes 
are asked to participate in this clustering process in ways that can sustain the present 
partnership and build new opportunities with neighboring parishes. I would like this two- 
step process to be completed by the Spring of 2004. 

I hope you recognize my stated convictions in this preparatory call for clustering. I 
envision this self-selected clustering effort as the beginning phase of a larger discernment 
process that will renew parish life in every area of our Diocese. We each must do our part 
to plant the seeds and lay the foundation for collaboration and unity that will deepen with 
time. If the future of ministry is to be vibrant and viable into the next Millennium, it will 
take a stated vision, a thoughtful and prayerful discernment, a conversion of hearts and 
minds, and most especially courageous and cooperative parish leaders. I am confident 
that the Spirit is moving among us and will renew our local Church. 

To address the challenges which we will continue to face, I believe that the initiatives 
coming forth from parish clusters will need to respond to the following criteria: 

Enhance vibrancy and more effective ministry in all of the cluster parishes. 

Better serve important needs and more people than would otherwise be served by 
separate parish activities. 

Use parish staff personnel and material resources more collaboratively, creatively and 
effectively, and reduce the overall staffing burden for priests and other parish ministers 
that was previously necessitated by separate efforts. 

Increase shared leadership, collaboration and the fullest use of gifts among laity as well 
as clergy and religious. 
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I also recognize that the diocesan administration will need to take action not only to 
provide resources and staffing support for this process, but also to respond to the issues 
that are most appropriately addressed on a diocesan level. For example, in the future 
assignment of priests, we will continue to carefully assess the sacramental and priestly 
responsibilities needed within a parish and cluster area, and consider different 
alternatives, based upon both pastoral needs and the gifts and readiness of priests to be 
assigned. These alternatives may include shared assignments that include parish ministry 
as well other ministries (e.g. chaplaincy, diocesan ministry); assigning a pastor or priest 
to more than one parish; placement of a deacon, religious or lay person to serve as Parish 
Life Coordinator; or the assignment of a pastoral team (priests, deacons, religious, lay 
persons) for two or more parishes. I welcome proposals from parishes and parish clusters 
regarding new and creative ways of addressing parish staffing configurations in your 
area, within the present discipline of the Church. 

Recognizing that vibrant parish life is facilitated by vibrant ministerial life, I also believe 
that we need continued dialogue within the Diocese with our priests, deacons, religious 
and lay ecclesial ministers regarding diocesan policies, practices and related expectations 
that make an impact upon ministerial life. This dialogue will need to explore areas that 
we need to sustain, change or initiate in order to support greater vibrancy in the life of the 
parish minister. 

In addition to working with the Diocesan Task Force to support the implementation 
process, the Diocesan Pastoral Planning Office will coordinate this effort in collaboration 
with members of the Secretariats for Parish Life and Development, Clergy and Religious, 
and Education, and the Delegate for Future Parish Staffing. These offices will be 
available to assist you in this process. Their insights and experiences will serve the 
Church well as we undergo this re-visioning of vibrant parish life with renewed unity and 
collaboration. 

Conclusion 

This statement is intended to offer a vision and a call for the renewal of parish life 
through our unity and collaboration. I ask our parish leaders, and especially my brother 
priests, to give me your support in leading this endeavor. We must love the Church and 
help our people to participate frilly in its life. Our discernment and dialogue need to be 
rooted in love - the love of God, love for each other, love for the Church. We must 
recognize and embrace the unifying power the Church has for all of us. I look forward to 
continuing our conversations within the Church as we discern the path to which the Spirit 
calls us. 

THIS PASTORAL LETTER MAY BE FREELY COPIED OR REPRINTED, OR FOR 
ADDITIONAL COPIES, WRITE OR CALL: 

THE DIOCESE OF CLEVELAND 

1027 SUPERIOR AVENUE, ROOM 600 • CLEVELAND OH 44114 
216-696-6525 OR 800-869-6525, ext. 4210 
vibrantparishlife@dioceseofcleveland.org 
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Vibrant Parish Life Organizational Chart 



★ The workshop for “Making Sense of What You Have Heard” - See Legend for more 
details. 
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Vibrant Parish Life - Sample Time Line 


Committee 

Task Force 

Date 

2002 

February- 

March 

Event 

Parishes attend Vibrant Parish Life Intoductory Meetings. 

Self-Study 

March- 

April 

Parishes choose a vibrant Parish Life Corrdinating team. 

Sign up for Self-Study orientation Session. 

Education 

Arpil 

Ongoing 

Use the binder received at Orientation Sessions to begin 
parish catechesis concering Vibrant Parish Life. 

Self-Study 

April 

June 

Send Vibrant Parish Life Corrdinating Team to one of the 

Self-Study OrientationSessions: 

April 27 - Holy Trinty, Lorain (9:00-11:30 am) 

Commitment 

June 2 

Boby & Blood of Christ Parish Commitment 

Planning 

Summer 

Decide on a detailed Self-Study Plan, including choice of listening 

Process. Decide if additional training is needed. Send in registration. 

Leadership/ 

Training 

June 27 & 

July 13 

Attend traninig for Parish Coordinating Team Co-chairpersons 
regarding group leadership dynamics (optional as needed) 

Parish Mission 
Preparation 

Summer 

Decide whether and when to host the Vibrant Parish Life Mission. 

Attend a summer/fall day-long training session for parish teams at 

Christian Life Center (7/21 & 7/28; 8/3 & 8/18; 9/8; 10/20; 11/3 & 11/16; 12/7) 

Self-Study 

Orientation 

September 10 

Sixth session for Vibrant Parish Life Coordinating Teams who did not 
attend spring session (7:00-9:30pm, St. Christopher Parish, PR) 

Self-Study 

Training 

September 

14 & 21 

Supplemental training offered by the Diocese on Listening Methods, 
Demographics, other Self-Study Needs (optional as needed) 

Self-Study 

Education 

Fall - 
Spring 

Conduct parish-wide listening process 

Complete parish assessments 

Continue to use materials in binder for parish education. 

Leadership 

October 19 

Parish Council Chairpersons workshop on collaboration 

Mission 

Fall or Spring 

Conduct Parish Mission - Parish Alive! (optional) 

Self-Study 

Training 

2003 

January 
& March 

Attend Diocesan training to assist in interpreting and summarizing 
the results of the Self-Study (optional as needed) 

Reflection 
& Summary 

Winter - 
Spring 

Study results of Listening process and all assessments. Interpret 
meaning for your parish re: implemenration steps and preparation for 
conversations about collaborative ministries with other parishes. 
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Leadership 

Spring/ 

Summer 

Collaboration Workshops 

Leadership 

Spring 

Facilitator's training 

Completion 

June 

Self-Study process completed. 

Collaborative 

Fall 

Begin / build conversations with other parishes regarding 

Ministries 

2004 

Spring 

sharing of ministries. Further resources provided. 

Developing commitments for collaborative ministries / clusters. 
Continued implementation of Self-Study findings 



Appendix B 

Planning Initiatives within the Diocese of Cleveland 

While our vision of church has been documented in a variety of structures, the 
question is: How is that vision brought to the people? In our Cleveland diocese, this 
vision took the form of a series of planning initiatives: Our Visions and Goals, the 
formation of districts in our diocese, Church in the City, and VPL. The specifics of how 
to bring about the Reign of God in these efforts take on different forms, but the point is 
the vision that connects them all. Later in this chapter, we read of Covey’s assertion that 
we have to be people with a vision in order to be effective. Though they have matured, 
the planning initiatives in the diocese of Cleveland have shown continuity due to the 
effective change leadership of our Bishops Hickey and Pilla. 117 Since Vatican II, there 
has been a maturing movement forward from dependence on the hierarchical structure; to 
independence fostering the leadership of the laity; to interdependence, with emphasis on 
collaboration among a diocese of parishes. 

Visions and Goals - 1990 

In Bishop Pilla’s Introductory Letter of “Our Visions and Goals” he says: 

Our Visions and Goals is an expression of who we are as the Diocese of 
Cleveland and what we plan to do in the 1990's. This particular document describes 


117 

Bishop Hickey served the diocese of Cleveland until 1980. During his episcopacy, 
Anthony Pilla started as parish priest, was later rector of the seminary, then served as 
Bishop Hickey’s secretary. When Bishop Hickey moved to Washington DC, Pilla 
became Bishop of Cleveland. This transition time was also when the US Catholic bishops 
wrote Parish: A People, A Mission, A Structure. Bishop Pilla was later elected to office 
in the National Conference of Catholic Bishops, eventually serving as NCCB President. 
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the action steps for Our Visions and Goals that will be implemented on the diocesan 
level and coordinated by diocesan offices and agencies. These steps typically involve 
services to assist parishes and the diocesan community in responding to pastoral 
needs. 118 

Our Visions and Goals took place from July 1, 1991 to June 30, 1997 and included three 
two-year planning cycles. The process has five main categories: Celebrating, 
Evangelizing, Caring, Teaching, and Participating. These categories were integrated into 
parish life through the development of parish mission statements, the restructuring of the 
diocesan financial chart of accounts and restructuring of commission guidelines. Because 
of this process, parishes developed a greater sense of themselves and intentionally 
focused on their vision and their goals. It would be hard to imagine the VPL process 
occurring successfully without this first step. Our Visions and Goals initiated a new way 
of diocesan listening, including diocesan offices and people in parishes. “Literally 
thousands of people throughout the Diocese have contributed to the development of it 
and the action steps contained in it.” 119 
District Structure of Pastoral Governance -1993 

Bishop Pilla presents a new model for governance of the diocese which, in his 
estimation, would best meet the needs of our diocese today and the years to come. The 
text that follows is from his letter to the diocese, published in the Catholic Universal 
Bulletin on July 1, 1993. He writes: 


8 Anthony M. Pilla, Our Visions and Goals pastoral, 1. 
l,9 Ibid. 
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In January of 1992, the Diocese embarked on a process of consultation to develop 
a new pastoral governance structure which would best meet the needs of our diocese 
today and in the years to come. 

In November, after extensive consultation with the clergy, religious, and lay 
leadership of the diocese, I accepted the recommendation of the major consultative 
groups to adopt a District Structure of Diocesan Governance. An Implementation 
Committee has worked very hard with me to make this decision a reality, and I am 
pleased to share with you the results of our work in this special section of the 
Universe Bulletin. 

Anyone who has been in regular contact with a parish over the last 20 years has 
witnessed significant changes in parish life. In particular, the composition of parish 
staffs has been expanded and enriched by the addition of many ministries which have 
emerged over the past few years. 

With the inauguration of the District Structure of Pastoral Governance, we will 
have a consistent structure which brings together all those persons who share in the 
pastoral administration of our parishes. 

Morever, it is an innovative structure which is in accordance with the provisions 
of canon law and which corresponds to the direction in which the Church is moving. 
This direction depends upon the contributions of laity, religious, and permanent 
deacons as well as priests, in providing pastoral ministry and leadership. 

The District meetings will promote communication between parish staff persons 
and diocesan leadership and administration. It will also create a partnership of parish 
staffs and local institutions which can address local pastoral needs and anticipate 
future issues of importance for the Church. 

The District Structure also provides for priest meetings which recognize the 
legitimate need for priests to come together not only for support, but also to discuss 
matters of common concern to them. 

As I previously announced in 1992, the District Structure replaces the regions and 
deaneries. Our Auxiliary Bishops are Vicars General who work directly with me in 
serving the entire diocese. Our diocese will continue to support local decentralized 

offices of CYO/young Adults, Catholic Education, Catholic Charities, and the Akron 
Chancery. 

I have chosen the District Structure to assist me in my overall task of providing 
for the pastoral care of the people of our diocese. As enthusiastic as I am about this 
new venture, I must tell you that it cannot hope to succeed without the support and 
participation of pastors and parish staff members. 

The successful beginning of the District Structure is essential for the good of our 
diocese. I ask for your prayers and sincere efforts to bring this good work to 
completion. 120 

With the formation of this district structure, diocesan leadership also envisioned the 
formation of optional clusters. These clusters are groupings of parishes organized at the 


120 Catholic Universe Bulletin , July 1993. 
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discretion of those involved, and are encouraged for future development in response to 
local pastoral needs. The formation of districts and the use of optional clusters serves as a 
foundation to the collaboration envisioned by the Vibrant Parish Life initiative. 

Church in the City - 1995 

The importance of the Church in the City pastoral letter, promulgated by Bishop Pilla 

in March 1995, is that it fostered and encouraged the faithful in parishes to look beyond 

their boundaries. Parishioners in suburban parishes were asked to partner with another 

parish in an urban area of the diocese. This pastoral made it very clear that the call to 

people was to share with one another their mutual gifts. The sharing that would take 

place would not be one-sided, but rather would build up all involved. 

The vision of The Church in the City is not just a guide to the revitalization of the 
city nor does it merely add a moral dimension to political, economic, and social 
decisions that affect city life. Rather, it is a redefinition of who we are and what we 
do. We are not separate people but a faith community grounded in the reality of our 
times and in our solidarity with the whole human family. Our diocesan Church has a 
prophetic role in calling for and participating in an extensive collaboration among 
many different sectors of the wider metropolitan community. 121 

This initiative met with great success. People realized the benefit of sharing gifts and 

resources with each other. 

Vibrant Parish Life - 2001 

As our church matures, it becomes apparent that a program is not sophisticated 
enough; we need a process to accommodate growth and the organic nature of people and 
organizations. This process has taken form using the structure of Visions and Goals, 
Church in the City, and now VPL, the culmination of Bishop Pilla’s planning initiatives. 


121 Anthony M. Pilla, The Church in the City pastoral, 4. 
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Following is a summary that was prepared by the VPL Task Force, describing the 
fundamental components of the initiative. 

For most Catholics, the parish is the center of Church Life. For the Church to 
flourish in the new century, each parish must have a vibrant life. A vibrant parish is 
spiritually “alive” in celebrating the Eucharist and other Sacraments; offers religious 
education and faith formation on all levels and for all ages; grows through evangelization 
efforts and RCIA; reaches out in service to parishioners and the wider community, 
especially serving those in need, and working for a just society. 

The Diocese of Cleveland is diverse (rural, suburban, urban, with many racial and 
ethnic groups) and blessed with many gifts. However, the Church in our diocese also 
faces challenges brought about by suburban growth, urban decline, fewer priests and 
religious, and increasing demands. Our challenge is to balance our gifts with these 
serious needs. We must act now if we are to ensure vibrant parish life for everyone in our 
diocese. Failing to act will lead to decline. Providing vibrant parish life throughout our 
Diocese requires continuing efforts to strengthen and renew the ministries of our 
parishes, and also requires greater sharing and collaboration among parishes. 

Bishop Pilla offers four convictions for planning the future of parish life in the 
Diocese of Cleveland: First, any process for sharing resources and personnel must be an 
experience of “communion” - growing together in Christ. The process must bring people 
together in a way that “builds up” everyone - parishioners, priests and staffs - and 
strengthens parish life. Second, solutions must come from and be embraced willingly by 
the local communities involved, respecting the leadership of those closest to each 
situation. This will not be an authoritative, “top-down” approach, nor can it be one group 
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trying to impose a solution on someone else. Third, the initiative and cooperation of our 
pastors and parish staffs in every parish are essential. Fourth, vibrant parish life is best 
achieved through collaboration among parish communities and their ministries in each 
area of the diocese, which will often cross parish boundaries. Pastors, parish staffs and 
parish pastoral councils should begin considering the needs of an area beyond their 
territory, and how the parish’s gifts can respond to those needs. Parishes can join together 
with neighbors in clusters to share resources, programs, even staffing. This will enable 
the Church’s ministry to grow and improve quality, yet reduce demands and stress on 
parish staffs. 

To be effective and successful, collaboration among parishes must first enhance 
vibrancy and provide more effective ministry in all of the participating parishes; it must 
better serve important needs and more people than can be served by separate parish 
activities; it must use parish staff and material resources collaboratively, creatively and 
effectively, and reduce the overall staffing burden for priests and other parish ministers 
now required by separate efforts. Finally, it must increase shared leadership and the full 
use of gifts among laity, clergy and religious. 122 

A full description of implementation of the VPL process is presented in Appendix A. 


122 

VPL Task Force, Educational Materials, available online at www.dioceseofcleveland.org 




APPENDIX C 

Workshop Materials for “Making Sense of What You Have Heard” 


7:00 pm 


8:30 pm 
8:45 pm 


9:30 pm 
9:35 pm 


AGENDA 

“Making Sense of What You Have Heard” 
Completing the Composite Summary 
March 26, 2003 


Opening Prayer 

Introductory Principles from Bishop Pilla’s Pastoral Letter 

Presenter: Rick Krivanka, Co-Chair, VPL Task Force 

■ Making Sense of Information 

■ Discernment 

■ Collaboration 

■ Consensus 

Building Blocks to Completing the Composite Summary 

Presenters: Sub-Committee for Composite Summary: Fr. Ron Wearsch, Pastoral 
l earn, St. Mary Magdalene Parish; Dave Hazard, St. Gabriel Parish 

■ Preparation 

■ Listening 

■ Sharing findings along the way 

Composite Summary Meeting Agenda 

Presenters: Sub-Committee for Composite Summary 

■ Assessments 

■ Listening Session(s) 

■ Ministry Assessment 

■ Completing the Composite Summary 

Break 

Follow-up/Next Steps to the Composite Summary 

Presenter: Gail Roussey, Co-Chair, Self-Study Committee 

Principles & Skills for Meeting Leaders/Facilitators 

Presenter: Rick Krivanka, Co-Chair, VPL Task Force 

■ Facilitating the Composite Summary - Considerations 

■ Facilitation Tips 

■ Reaching Consensus 

■ Key Sensitivities 

Closing Prayer 

Optional Break-Out Sessions for Summarizing Your Listeninq 
Process(es) and Assessments 

Appreciative Inquiry, Town Hall, Historicizing (Rick Krivanka) 

■ Survey (Fr. Ron Wearsch ) 

■ All Assessments ( Dave Hazard) 
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Completing the Composite Summary 

Time of Prayer and Reflection: 

The Time of Prayer and Reflection is meant to be one day or two half-days in which: 

♦ The pastor, parish staff members, the Pastoral Council and Finance Council or 
representatives from the councils, the Vibrant Parish Life (VPL) Coordinating Team and 
anyone else who prepared the assessment summaries should be in attendance, gathered to 
reflect on results of the Self-Study. 

Note: It is recommended that no more than 20 people be at the composite summary 
meeting. This should create a large group dynamic where consensus can be reached. 

♦ This key point in the Self-Study process should also be a time of individual and group 
prayer. 

♦ All participants should be encouraged to review the Questions for Discernment contained 
in Section 2 of this binder, prior to the time set aside for group prayer and 
decision-making. At the end of this day (or two half-days) all Summaries, including the 
Composite Summary, will have been completed. 

♦ It is hoped that the Composite Summary will be very helpful in conversations with other 
parishes. 


In order to be faithful to Bishop Pilla's request that we discern our direction it will be important to: 

♦ Allow people time to reflect and pray before the meeting by making sure that materials 
are mailed to participants in advance of the meeting. 

♦ Ensure that prayer is integrated into your meeting. The facilitator should be comfortable 
with the possibility of spontaneous prayer at difficult points in the meeting and should be 
comfortable with the possibility that there may be a need to schedule a subsequent 
meeting to allow sufficient time to pray and reflect about issues that surface during the 
meeting. 
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Advance Preparation for the Meeting: 

Prepare the following summaries: 

♦ Facilities/Finances Summary - Completed by Pastor/Staff, School Principal (if applicable), 
members of the Finance Council and other appropriate members of the VPL Coordinating' 
Team. 

♦ Demographics Summary - Completed by the entire VPL Coordinating Team or a 
sub-committee at a prior meeting. 

♦ Staffing Summary - Completed by the Pastor/Staff, School Principal/Staff, members of the 
Finance Council. 

♦ Liturgical Summary - Completed by representatives from the parish staff, liturgy/music 
ministry, and VPL Coordinating Team 

♦ Ministry Summary - Should be completed by the Pastor/Staff and members of the VPL 
Coordinating Team prior to the meeting or could be completed at the meeting. 

It is strongly recommended that the following summary be completed before the meeting: 

♦ Listening Session Summary - Should be completed by the Pastor/Staff and members of the 
VPL Coordinating Team prior to the meeting or could be completed at the meeting. If the 
Listening Session Summary is not completed every participant should be provided with 
completed summaries of listening session reports. These should be sent to members in 
advance of the meeting so that they can review the results ahead of time. 

Preparatory Tasks and Logistics: 

♦ Choose a facilitator and refer to the facilitation guidelines provided at this workshop. 

♦ Make sure that all participants are familiar with discernment, as illustrated by the Questions 
for discernment pages included in Chapter 2 of the Self-Study binder. Other discernment 
resources are included at this workshop. 

♦ Make sure that all members of the team receive all summaries and worksheets at least one 
week before the meeting. 

♦ If possible, schedule this day at a place where you will not be disturbed and where you can be 
comfortable for the entire day. 

♦ If possible, ask another parish group to help with hospitality and refreshments/meals. 

♦ Invite the pastor, parish staff, the Pastoral and Finance Council or representatives from the 
councils, the VPL Coordinating Team and anyone else who prepared the assessment 
summaries. 
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Possible Agenda for Completion of Composite Summary 
Time of Prayer and Reflection 


_ Gathering and Hospitality 
_ Facilitator introduction and review of the process 
_ Discernment Prayer: “What is God asking us to do? ” 

#1 Assessments 
Break 

#2 Listening Process - Part One 

Lunch 

Prayer 

#2 Listening Process - Part Two 

Break 

Prayer 

# 3 Combining the Ministry Assessment & Listening Session Summaries 
Break 

# 4 Completing the Composite Summary 

Closing Comments and Next Steps 
Prayer 


Note: Your facilitator will help you create an agenda that works for you. 
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Four Movements of the Composite Summary Day of Prayer and Reflection 

# 1 Assessments 

Information Required 

♦ Assessment Worksheets Completed by Ministry Assessment Teams (see packet) 

• Demographics (6-8, 6-9) 

• Facilities/Finances (6-13, 6-14, 6-15, 6-16) 

• Staffing (6-27, 6-28) 

• Liturgical (6-30) 


Purpose 

♦ To help all participants start with a similar statistical background, and to allow some 
early consensus to shape the discussions that will follow. 

Process Used 

♦ Presentation 

• Have the person responsible for the summary take 5 to 10 minutes and 
present the information on the summary. It should be clear how the group 
arrived at the conclusion for the composite summary. If additional 
“narrative” would be helpful to clarify the summary statement it should also 
be included with the summary sheet. 


♦ Clarification 

• The facilitator will then ask if any clarification is needed. If consensus has 
been reached the group moves on to the next assessment summary. If 
consensus is not reached in 10 minutes then the summary statement will 
need to be re-visited at the end of the day. 

• It is important to make the distinction between the wording of the summary 
statement as opposed to the content. The content is more important than the 
wording. The facilitator will decide how to address either issue. 
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# 2 Listening Process 

Information Required 

♦ Listening Process Worksheets (See Packet) 

• Listening Process Summary (one for each listening process) (8-13) 

• Discerning Your Listening Session Summary (8-5) 

Purpose 

♦ To ground our perception of areas of Vibrancy, Challenges and Collaboration with 
what was heard from the parish community. 

Process Used 

Note: These ste P s could be completed at another meeting. Facilitator will help you to decide. 

♦ Distribute the Listening Session Report to those who did not bring their copy with 
them. In groups of 4-6 complete the form Discerning Your Listening Session 
Summary (8-5). 

♦ Create three lists responding to these three statements: 

★ As a result of our listening process, these eight areas of parish life have been 
identified as being most vibrant in our parish. 

* These eight areas of parish life and ministry which parishioners would like to 
see enhanced are. 

+ These eight areas identified by parishioners as those most appropriate for 
collaboration with another parish(es). 

I hese last steps should be completed at the Composite Summary Day of Prayer. 

Note: Your facilitator may choose to use a different method! 

♦ Post all the responses to these questions around the room. Allow everyone 20 
minutes to move around the room and review these responses. 

♦ Gather together in small groups and revise your lists as necessary. Rank each item in 
order of its importance. 

♦ The facilitator will then ask for all number one choices to Question 1. These items 
score eight points. Then item two choices are given. If an item is repeated, it is not 
necessary to re-write the item, just place the appropriate numerical score next to the 
item. When you are done (during lunch or between meeting days) the facilitator will 
add the numbers and produce a list which reflects which items were given the highest 
numerical score. 

♦ Finally the list is distributed to the groups so that the facilitator may field questions 
and lead the group to consensus. 
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Combining the Ministry Assessment & Listening Session Summaries 

Information Required 

♦ Ministry Assessment Worksheet Summary (See Packet) 

• Ministry Summary (6-23, 6-24) 


Purpose 

♦ To develop a common understanding of areas of Vibrancy, Challenges and Future 
areas of Collaboration from the Ministry Summary. 


♦ Compare the results of Listening Process Summary with the Ministry Summary 

• Identify areas of concurrence and agreement 

• Discuss conflicting perspectives 


Process Used 

Note: Your facilitator may choose to use a different method! 

♦ Review the Ministry Worksheets and Summary prepared prior to the meeting. 

♦ In small groups, determine if the eight identified areas of vibrancy and eight 
identified areas of need are in accordance with the Listening Session Summary. 

♦ Note any discrepancies. 

♦ Each small group should prepare a new list responding to the three questions from 
the Composite Summary: 

• The best resources and greatest examples of vibrancy. 

• Areas where we would like to enhance the life and vitality of the parish. 

• Areas identified by parishioners as ones most appropriate for collaboration 
with another parish. 

♦ Large Group Review: Each small group should report on their list of eight vibrant 
ministries, eight areas of need and eight areas of collaboration. They should be listed 
from highest to lowest. 

♦ The facilitator will then ask for all number one choices to Question 1. These items 
score eight points. Then item two choices are given. If an item is repeated, it is not 
necessary to re-write the item, just place the appropriate numerical score next to the 
item. 

♦ When you are done, the list of eight items will be reduced to five top areas of 
vibrancy, five top areas of challenge, and five top areas of collaboration. 
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# 4 Completing the Composite Summary 

Information Required 

♦ Day of prayer and reflection! 

Purpose 

♦ To review what has been said and has been agreed upon throughout the day. 

• Validating conclusions based on all assessments (8-12) 

• Validating conclusions from Listening and Ministry Assessments (8-11) 

Areas of vibrancy, challenges, collaboration. 

♦ To complete a Composite Summary Document that can be supported by all those 
present. 

♦ To Determine Next Steps 

• See additional resources which will be provided later in this workshop by 
Gail Roussey from the Pastoral Planning Office 


Process used 

♦ Using poster board, news print or overhead projector, facilitator presents all the 
information that has been summarized. 

♦ After all information is recorded there is time for silent prayer and reflection. 

♦ After some time for prayer, the facilitator elicits from the group their support of the 
document to go on to the next step. 

♦ The chair of the VPL Coordinating team announces any additional dates or 
processes. 

♦ Closing Prayer of Thanksgiving for the work that has been accomplished. 
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Vibrant Parish Life - Summary Forms 


1 . 

Demographics 

6-7 

Green 

2. 

Facilities/Finances 

6-13 

Pink 



6-14 

Pink 



6-15 

Pink 



6-16 

Pink 

3. 

Staffing 

6-27 

Yellow 



6-28 

Yellow 

4. 

Liturgical 

6-30 

Blue 

5. 

Listening Process 

8-13 

Lilac 

6. 

Ministry 

6-23 

Ivry 



6-24 

Ivry 

7. 

Completing Page 

8-5 

Bright Green 


Two of the Composite 

8-6 

Bright Green 

8. 

Composite Summary 

8-11 

White 



8-12 

White 
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Demographics Summary 

Note: All information on trends should be based on 5 year comparisons, 
or longer where data is available, unless otherwise noted. 

Review your Trends Report to answer the first three questions: 

1. Are registered households □ increasing, ^decreasing 
□ remaining constant? 

2. Is Mass attendance □ increasing, □ decreasing ? staying the same? 

3. What age groupings within the parish are growing/shrinking? (If your parish does not have age 
demographic information in its database, look at recent records for baptisms, funerals, weddings, 
etc over the last few years and compare them with past years to answer this question.) 

Check all that apply: 


Age groups growing: 

□under 5 

□5-14 

□ 15-19 


□20-34 

□35-54 

□55-64 Dover 65 

Age groups shrinking: 

□under 5 

□5-14 

□ 15-19 


□20-34 

□35-54 

□55-66 □ over 

65 


Review Census data to answer the following questions: 

4. What new groups (racial, ethnic, single, chronically ill and disabled) are becoming part of the 
geographic area? 

5. What are some of the important characteristics of the people in your area? 

6. How does your parish membership compare with the wider community that resides within the 
parish boundaries? 


What were some of the major changes or trends in your community between 1990 - 2000? 


Do you see these trends reflected in your parish? 


9. 


Are other changes occurring? 



-178- 


10. Have there been significant changes in the types or condition of housing? 


Review all available information and share your personal observations to answer the final two questions: 

11. Are there changes in the communities surrounding your parish that will effect the future of 
your parish? 


12. Please list any other important observations about your parish or community: 


Conclusion for Composite Summary: What are the key implications and information gathered from 
your findings on demographics and how do they relate to the ministries and activities of your parish? 
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Facilities/Finances Summary 


• Is parish income sufficient to meet current expenses (including diocesan assessments)? 

fYes 1N0 

• Check the appropriate box for the following types of income as evidenced for the last five 


years 

increased 


decreased 


remained 


about_ 


about _ 

% 

about 


same 


Sunday (weekend) 
Offertory 




Christmas and Easter 
Collections 




Bingo/other Fundraisers 




Special Gifts 




Other 





• Check the appropriate box for the following types of expense as evidenced for the last five 
years. 


Increased decreased remained 

About % _ about % _about same 


Salaries/benefits 




Office expenses 




Program expenses 




Major repairs 




Equipment 




Other 





• What does the data suggest about the next five years? 
For Income: 


For expenses: 


For income relative to expenses: 


Are you presently involved in a capital campaign, or is one expected in the next two 
years? \ Yes T No 
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• Does your parish engage in a stewardship education effort in the area of financial 
stewardship? 


• How adequate are parish buildings for use during the next five years? 

Excellent Adequate Inadequate 

-- (list repairs needed) _ (list repairs neede d) 


Church 




Rectory 




School 




Office Space 




Convent 




Meeting Space 




Other 





• Is there a planned expansion or repair of facilities in the next five years? 


Yes 1N0 

• If yes, please describe the work that will be done: 


• Do you have facilities (convent, rectory, meeting space, office space) which are not at full 
capacity and which would be available for use by another parish or for a joint program 
with another parish? iYes 1N0 
If yes, please describe: 


• Would your facilities be available/adequate if programs such as PSR, Pre-Cana, RCIA 
were combined with those from another parish? Yes FNo 

If yes, please describe: 

• Do you have any available time in your gym or on playing fields? 

[ ]Yes [ ]No 

If the answer is yes, please describe: 


Conclusion for Composite Summary: 

We have the following areas of space available to share with another parish: 
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We would appreciate the opportunity to discuss space availability with another parish 
for these areas where we are without sufficient space: 


• Do you have a school [ ] Yes [ ] No 

• If the Answer to the above is yes, please attach a copy of your Annual School Review and 
complete the following: 

• Could your school accommodate additional students? [ ] Yes [ ] No 

• What % of the total number of children in the parish school are parishioners? _% 

• What % of the total number of children in the parish does the school serve?_% 

• How (and how well) do the school and the religious education program work together? 

• What percentage of students in the school are supported through the voucher system? 

• Does the school serve as a source of building community in the parish? If so, how? 

o What percentage of total parish income is allocated to the 
school?_% 

o Are you planning any expansion of school facilities? [ ] Yes [ ] No 
o If Yes, please describe: 

o What is the closest Catholic school to your parish? 

o Please attach any highlights from your School Futuring process that would be 
helpful. 


Conclusion for Summary: We would like to explore the following areas of collaboration 
between our parish school and another Catholic school. 
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Staffing Summary 

(Excluding School Staff) 

This summary should be prepared prior to your time of Prayer and Reflection at a meeting that 
should include the pastor, staff representative, school representative or principal. 


Describe the leadership of your parish: 

[ ] Resident Pastor [ ] Pastor and Staff 

[ j Pastoral Team [ ] Parish Life Coordinator 

[ ] Other (describe): __ 


Please describe the pastoral staff in your parish : 

Full-Time Part-Time Full-time Part-Time 


Pastoral Paid Paid Volunteer Volunteer 

Staff _ # _#_# # 


Priests in residence 





Retired priests 





Deacons 





Religious 





Certified Pastoral 
Ministers 





Other Lay Ecclesial 
Ministers 





Others 
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Is there a Parish Pastoral Council? 


Is it time to discern a new Parish Pastoral Council? 


Please list the clerical/support staff positions in your parish: 


Support 


Full-Time 

Paid 


Part-Time 

Paid 


Full- time 
Volunteer 


Part-Time 

Volunteer 


Staff _#_ # # # 


Secretary 





Bookkeeper 





Clerical support 





Receptionist 





Business manager 





Maintenance 
















For which areas of parish life requiring leadership are there presently no staff persons or volunteer 
leaders? (e.g. education, youth, seniors, etc.) 


For which areas of parish life could the leadership be shared with a neighboring parish? 


For which areas of parish life are you already sharing leadership with another parish? 


Conclusion for Composite Summary: We would like to explore the following sharing of 
staff/volunteer ministry positions: 
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Liturgical Summary 


Note: To be completed prior to your time of Prayer and Reflection at a meeting which should 
include representatives from Liturgy/Music Ministry, DRE, Pastor/staff person and Vibrant Parish 
Life Coordinating Team. 

Please list your present weekday Mass schedule: 

Please list your present weekend Mass schedule: 

Are any of these weekend Masses at overflow capacity? iYes 1N0 If yes, which ones: 

Are any of these weekend Masses less than one-half full? fYes 1N0 
If yes, which ones: 


Liturgical Celebration 

Scheduled Time* 

Sharing Already 

Openness to 
Share 

First Eucharist 




Confirmation 




First Reconciliation 




Communal Penance 




Communal Anointing 




Baptisms 




Reconciliation (personal) 




Stations of the Cross 




Benediction and 

Eucharistic Adoration 




Holy Hours or 

Eucharistic Adoration 




Rosary 




Other 





‘Indicate normal time or normal time of year this occurs. 


What are the requirements (if any) for scheduling of funerals or weddings? (e.g. times, days of 
week, etc.): 

Weddings: 

Funerals: 

Conclusion for Composite Summary: We would like to explore the following sharing of 
liturgies between our parish and another parish: 
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Listening Process Summary 
Parish 

It is recommended that parishes complete this Summary during a Time of Prayer and 
Reflection about the results of the Self-Study. 

Check the appropriate boxes: 

• Did your parish engage in a listening process/pastoral planning process within the last two 
years? 

• Did your parish engage in a listening process as part of a Vibrant Parish Life Self- Study? 

If you checked either question above, which listening process did you use? 

• Appreciative Inquiry 

• Historicizing session 

• Survey of all parishioners 

• Town Hall meeting 

• Other: 

The following is a summary of the results of this listening process: 


The best resources and greatest examples of vibrancy in our parish: 


Areas where we would like to enhance the life and vitality of our parish, which would make 
us a better parish: 


Areas identified by parishioners as most appropriate for collaboration with another parish: 
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Ministry Summary 

Please refer to Ministry Worksheets to complete this grid. 

Please reflect on those areas of ministry which you have identified on your Ministry 
Worksheets as being already vibrant. List the top eight. Then identify any of these vibrant 
ministries that are already being shared or that could be shared with another parish. 


/Those that Could Be /Those That 



List those areas of ministry which you have identified on the Ministry Worksheets as 
needing improvement or that need to be developed. 

1 . 

2 . 

3. 

4. 

5. 

6 . 

7. 

8 . 

Next, place the above listed eight ministry needs in the appropriate category according to how 
soon they need to be accomplished and whether they will be accomplished best within your own 
parish or with another parish. 
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Meet Priority Within Meet Priority with 

Parish_ Another Parish 


Short term 
( 1-2 Years) 


Long Term 
( 3-5 years) 
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Completing Page Two of the Composite Summary — the Parish 
Assessments 

It is recommended that the various parish assessments be placed first on the agenda. This will 
help all participants to start with a similar factual background, and it will allow some early 
consensus to shape the discussions that will follow. 

The conclusions reached about the parish assessments should be considered preliminary until 
the first page of the Summary is completed. It is suggested that a review of these assessments 
take place at the end of the meeting and changes be made as necessary. 


Discerning your Listening Session Summary 

Distribute the Listening Session Report for those who did not bring their copy with them. In 
groups of 4-6 complete the exercise listed below: 

Using the summaries you received, list eight responses for each question: 

As a result of our listening process, these areas of parish life have been identified as being most 
vibrant in our parish: 

1 . 

2 . 

3. 

4. 

5. 

6 . 

7. 

8 . 

The areas of parish life and ministry which parishioners would like to see enhanced are: 

1 . 

2 . 

3. 

4. 

5. 

6 . 

7. 

8 . 


Areas identified by parishioners as those most appropriate for collaboration with another 
parish(es): 


1 . 
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2 . 

3. 

4. 

5. 

6 . 

7. 

8 . 


Post all the responses to these questions around the room. Allow everyone 20 minutes to mill 
around the room and review these responses. Gather together in small groups and revise your 
lists as necessary. Rank each item in order of its importance. 


The facilitator will then ask for all number one choices to question one. These items get 8 points. 
Then, item two choices are given. If an item is repeated, it is not necessary to re-write the item, 
just place the appropriate numerical score next to the item. When you are done, during lunch, the 
facilitator will add the numbers and produce a list which reflects which items were given the 
highest numerical score. 

After lunch, the list is distributed to the groups so that the facilitator may field questions and lead 
the group to consensus. 
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Composite Summary for Parish_ 

Our parish completed the following type of listening session: 


As a result of this listening session and the ministry assessment we completed, we believe the 
following: (Note: please list at least five examples for each section.) 

Vibrancy: 

The best resources and greatest examples of vibrancy in our parish are: 

1 . 

2 . 

3. 

4. 

5. 

Areas of Challenge: 

Areas where we would like to enhance the life and vitality of our parish, which would make us a 
better parish: 

1 . 

2 , 

3. 

4. 

5. 


Collaboration: 

Areas identified by parishioners as areas most appropriate for collaboration with another parish: 

1 . 

2 . 

3. 

4. 

5. 
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Facilities Summary: 

We have the following areas of space available to share with another parish: 


We would appreciate the opportunity to discuss sharing available space with another parish for 
these areas where we are without sufficient space: 


Demographics Summary: 

The key implications and information from our demographic findings relate to the ministries and 
activities of our parish in the following ways: 


School Summary (if applicable) * 

We would like to explore the following areas of collaboration between our parish school and 
another Catholic school: 


Staffing Summary 

We would like to explore the following sharing of staff/volunteer ministry positions between our 
parish and another parish: 


Liturgical Summary 

We would like to explore the following sharing of liturgies between our parish and another parish: 


Church in the City Partnership 

Our greatest examples of vibrancy with our partnership parish are: 


Areas we would like to enhance with our partnership parish are: 


This composite Summary was completed on __(date) 

* Please see Points to Consider (Section 7) for information on discussing school collaboration. 
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Evaluation Questions 


Participant Survey 

At the end of the workshop, participants were asked to answer the following two 
questions: 

1. What did you find to be most helpful at this workshop in preparing to do your 
composite summary? 

2. What suggestions can you offer that would make future workshops more helpful to 
parish leaders? 

VPL Task Force: Appreciative Inquiry Questions 

In December, 2003 (six months after the final workshop was presented), 25 
members of the VPL Task Force were asked four questions. These questions are intended 
to explore experiences, particularly in parishes, of Communion, Discernment, and 
Collaboration as part of the Vibrant Parish Life process. These qualities are central to 
Bishop Pilla's Pastoral Letter, [insert figure here] 

1) Beginnings 

To start, I'd like to learn about your beginnings in the Vibrant Parish Life process. 

• What were your initial excitements, hopes and impressions when we began the 
journey in 2001, particularly in relationship to the parish? 

2) Communion: Growing together in Christ 

Communion means “living the truth in love...growing in every way into 
Christ., .bringing about the body's growth and building it up in love.” In communion, 
the process of our work and ministry is itself vibrant, and “builds up” the experience 
of parish life for parishioners and leaders. It encourages the faith life of the persons 
most directly affected by what is happening. 

• As your parish, or parish communities you served, went through the steps of 
Education, Ritual, and Self-Study, recall one or two times when you felt a 
deepening sense of communion within and among people. What did people say or 
do that seemed to inspire and bring forth this experience? 

3) Discernment: Seeking God's will 

Discernment is a gift given to the Church so that God’s will might be discovered in 
the midst of concrete, daily reality. Through prayer and reflection and seeking the 
guidance of the Holy Spirit, we are led to see not only what we should be doing, but 
what God wants us to be doing. We come to see new possibilities and opportunities 
for living the mission of Jesus in our times. Discernment is the best way to foster 
growing in communion with Christ. 
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• As you experienced the parish moving through the VPL process, recall a time 
when you observed a profound sense of discernment happening among people. 
What were the signs and qualities of discernment that most impressed you? 

4) Consensus, Collaboration, Communion: paths to common understanding 

Consensus, Collaboration and Communion lead us to a “common” understanding of 
the abundant life to which Jesus call us - to seeing the life that is already vibrant in the 
parish, and to envisioning what can most enhance and deepen the life that people 
cherish. This common understanding leads to a “unified effort” among the parish 
congregation, staff and leadership to support the forward movement of growth and 
change. 

• Describe an event or experience in the VPL process that you felt was especially 
“unifying” in brining people together in the parish. What did people say or do that 
inspired this experience? 

Focus Group: Four Parishes 

A focus group consisting of leaders from four parishes were interviewed, again using 

Appreciative Inquiry questions. The four parishes are Immaculate Conception - Akron; 

St. Francis Xavier - Medina; St. Gabriel Parish - Concord; and St. Mary Magdalene - 

Wiilowick. [make this into figure] 

1) Beginnings 

To start, I would like you to try to recall your experience when we began the Vibrant 
Parish Life process in the winter of 2001. 

• What were your initial excitements and impressions about this process and its 
potential impact upon your parish? 

2) Most life-giving experience - a best moment or high point 

Looking at your entire experience of the Vibrant Parish Life process, can you recall a 
time when you felt most alive, most proud and committed, most enthusiastic about 
what was happening? 

• Tell the story of what made this such a fulfilling moment. What was it about you 
and others that made it so? 

3) Communion: Growing together in Christ 

Communion is the first conviction of Bishop Pilla's Pastoral Letter. “Communio” 
happens by “living the truth in love.. .growing in every way into Christ... building up 
the body up in love.” We give witness to Communion in a process that is itself 
vibrant, one that encourages the faith life of our people and ministers. 

• As your parish went through the steps of Education, Ritual, and Self-Study, recall 
one or two times when you truly felt a deeper sense of communion with and 
among people. 

• What did people say or do that inspired a sense of parishioners “growing in 
communion” with each other? 
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4) Discernment: Discovering God's will 

Discernment is a gift given to the Church so that God’s will might be discovered in 
the midst of concrete, daily reality. It is a process of prayer and reflection that helps us 
to be aware of not only what we should be doing, but also of what God wants us to be 
doing. The Holy Spirit leads us to see new ways and to find new opportunities for 
living the mission of Jesus in our times. Discernment is the best way for us to foster 
growing in communion with Christ. 

• Looking back at your own experience of VPL, particularly in the parish, recall a 
time when you observed the powerful gift of discernment. What were the signs 
and qualities of discernment at work in people’s lives? 


5) Consensus, Collaboration, Communion: paths to common understanding 

Consensus, Collaboration and Communion lead us to a “common” understanding of 
our areas of vibrancy - what is life-giving in our parish. They move us to see how the 
life and ministry which we cherish can be deepened and enhanced. This common 
understanding leads to “unity” - a cohesive effort among parish people and leaders 
that empowers the movement forward into growth and change. 

• Describe an event or experience in the VPL process that inspired you with the 
sense that something truly “unifying” was bringing people together in the parish. 
What did people say or do that brought forth this spirit of unity? 


6) A Further Hope 

• Looking to the future, if you could imagine or transform your parish to enhance 
the experience of “communion” in a wonderful way, what would you do? 
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PRAYER 

Gracious God, 

We are your people, embrace d by your love throughout all time. 

As a community of faith, joined together in 
the Catholic Diocese of Cleveland, 

We ash you to fill us with new life. 

Liberate us from all that keeps us from you. 

Heal us from every form of sin and violence. 

Reconcile us so that enemies become friends. 

Transform us to live your Word more profoundly. 

Open us to appreciate your presence in all ages, faiths and cultures. 
Awaken us to the sacred; nurture our relationships. 

Enliven our parishes in the celebration and sharing oj gifts. 

Enable us to recreate our world and restore justice. 

Fill us with joy to celebrate the fullness of life. 

Empower us to be a community of love, growing in your likeness. 

Amen! 




APPENDIX D 

Data from Self-Study Workshops 
and 

Appreciative Inquiry Task Force and Focus Groups 
Self-Study Composite Summary Training Workshop - Evaluations 

1. What did you find to be most helpful at this workshop in preparing to do your Composite 

Summary? 

January 25, 2003 

• Materials - thorough and well-done presentation 

• The plan for how to proceed through this summary process was most helpful. Our parish is still in the 
stages of data collection so we have not even thought about the final composite yet. This clearly shows 
us how to proceed. 

• How to organize the Day for Completion of the final Composite Summary and the need for a facilitator. 

• The stress upon establishing a time line. The differentiation between reporting of assessments & the 
final summary. 

• Very good - confab idea is new to me. It should be explained further. It is different from what Bishop 
Pilla discussed in the first VPL Pastoral. Confab/ elaborate 

• Written materials are clear. Overhead projection clearly identified key points 

• Well prepared materials and time lines. 

• Review process, materials, clarity of presentations 

• David Delambo is very easy to understand 

• With the time available, we were impressed with the presentations of all groups. The materials will 
provide good direction in moving ahead in our process. May the “Holy Spirit be with us all!” 

• The how and why of doing the composite summary. How we break each part down to make it more 
manageable 

• The handout of completing summary and the working with it and the related page from binder - Fr. 
Ron’s presentation was clear and concise. Cecklist is very helpful and time line - Thanks Gail! Nicely 
paced. 

• Fr. Ron walking us through the process. Workshop well organized - good resources. Emphasis on 
prayer 

• I appreciated seeing the whole overview of the VPL plan once again. It clarified some questions I had. 
Step by step, clear progression of the process. Patient Presenters! 

• Well organized and worked hard to clarify a complicated and confusing topic 

• Presenting the overview and then explaining the individual steps and action items helped to clarify what 
at times seems to be an overwhelming process. Thanks to all the presenters for their input 

• The meeting agenda and how to systematically review all the summaries to fill out the Composite 

• Speakers were well organized, clear and all backed up with printed materials. The whole workshop is 
organized. I am always more comfortable when the people in charge really are. 

• References to sheets in booklet with them being there. Maybe a notebook refemce to other sections 
(visually) more often. Keeping the time frame! Thank you! 

• Reviewing the methodologies which can be utilized with examples, and how we can utilize the 
information in personalizing to our perspective parishes. Facilitation guidelines 

• It was hard to mention any part in particular - everything was very well appreciated because of your 
obvious preparations - A job well done. 

• I appreciate the “general tone” - the consistent approach on the part of all of the presenters on openness 
to dialogue, encouragement to pray, and emphasis on discernment. The fact that every presenter 
emphasized this and it was incorporated into every step of the process was most helpful 
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• Thought it was presented well but Father Ron could have presented his portion a little more simplified 
at first. His presentation was very helpful but I didn’t understand what was going on until 15 minutes 
into his talk. We needed a “VPL for Dummies” outline. 

• Walking through the process was most helpful. It was good you did not open to people’s many specific 
questions but gave the “sample” of demographics from Fr. Ron’s parish to keep it general and easier to 
understand. 

• Once again brought focus to the process and definition of the steps/schedule to keep moving forward. 
Clarified the thoughts that I have been forming/pondering to be able to begin the actions . 

• Clarification of the process 

• Outline of the day and its segments and timing. Dave’s tips on facilitating. The written material for 
“take home and review”. The video. Clarification about the distinct sources/view points of the ministry 
summaries (from staff) and assessments (from folks) 

• Going over the process of the Composite Summary really was helpful. Our parish just completed the 
listening process (survey) and now with this meeting today, our team can start getting together to work 
on the Composite stuff 

• I did not understand that there should be two ministry summaries - one by staff and one by the self- 
study. This clarification was great! Well grounded in prayer. Loved the film & will definitely use it at 
our parish. 

March 22, 2003 

• The handouts detailing the next step and the ability to reconnect with the VPL team from the Diocese to 
find out where we should be at this time are the most helpful in preparing to do the Composite Summary. 

• Explanation of the process and overview of how it all is supposed to work together. 

• All of the info was helpful. Reassurance that it will all be okay and the recommendation to pray, pray, pray 
and rely on the Holy Spirit. 

• The specificity of the steps necessary to prepare the composite summary. 

• Hearing all the steps. 

• The organization. Thank you for starting and stopping on time. A good presentation! 

• Redefining the actual workings of the assessments. Clarifying the final steps. 

• Step by step procedures and information and suggestions by participants. 

• I really appreciated the “positive” outlook video. It was very empowering and helpful. 

• Learning the extent the parish staff is to be involved in the assessment. 

• Very well presented - more info on how important discernment is! 

• The checklists are helpful. The time lines were good in reassuring us of our compliance and just where we 
are in this process. 

• Simple, clear walk through of process...good materials, excellent connection to past meetings. 

• Handouts. Step-by-step explanation. 

• The presentation was helpful and very informative. It was encouraging and enlightening. Thanks for all 
who shared. The packets given were great to hear about and help in doing the Composite Summary. 

• I was at a complete loss as to what needed to be done and can now share with our VPL how to proceed. 

I was impressed and the session was very informative. 

• Clarified process leading to Composite Summary well. 

• I found this meeting to be very helpful in understanding what we are doing with this process. 

• All was very valuable. Especially poignant was the emphasis on discernment and openness. The building 
blocks to completing the summary, as well as the sample agenda will be most useful in preparing those who 
could not be present today, tor whom the “Composite Summary” is a vague idea. 

• Time line and setting goals to help get an idea of everything that will be involved. Also tips on facilitating 
were very useful to get a sense of the dynamic involved in controlling a flow of conversation. 

• The step by step sequence presented to help complete my Composite Summary. 

• Reassurance that we are moving in the direction of completion timely and successfully. 

• The handouts were very well organized!! 
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• All information given will be most helpful in competing the Composite Summary. 

• Clarity - excellent resources, the video, good modeling for facilitating. 

• Not all parishes are ready to start Composite Summary. Not all parishes have completed survey. It was nice 
to meet other VPL Co-chairs. 

• Handouts and out line of the different tasks. 

• Check lists and handouts. 

• Getting copies of the forms - one binder per parish - many of us have not see the summary forms. List for 
next steps for self-study process is good guideline. 

• Process walk through especially the agenda. Process for Summary Day. Resource materials - such as 
facilitation suggestions. Context Setting - where we have been, where we are, where we are going. 

• Thank you for all the info. Be prayerful and “Thy will be done.” 

• The many good suggestions helped ease the process. Thank you. 

• Composite Summary. Summary Forms. Sample time line. Sharing with group members from different 
parishes. 

• Table discussion. Sharing with groups. Understanding/sharing progress and difficulties other groups are 
having. 

• Your handouts - are excellent!! I can’t thank you enough for the time and effort you’ve given to them. 
They are comprehensive and practical - Hurray! 

• The written check list. 

• Time table review. Building blocks. CS - meeting agenda. 

• Most clear presentation of what to do with surveys and assessments. Also dates needed for timetable kept 
on time! 

• Presentations well organized and informative. Methodology presented was quite clear and helpful. 

• Staying on time! Clear and concise. Use of overhead. 

• Discussion of process used in other parishes and suggested ways to accomplish the entire process. 

• The handouts and explanation. The time to dialogue with other parish leaders who are further in the 
process. 

• Being this the first workshop I attended it was very informative for me. I took over VPL at our parish just 
four weeks ago. So your ideas on how to continue this process were very helpful to me. 

• By listening to other parishes, that...everyone is NOT right on the time line. Discovery of new ways to 
accomplish what is needed. 

• Learning that we are almost on target. Knowing who to call for help in our going forward with VPL. Thank 
you. 

• First half showed no clear direction. Confusing how does this process move step to step? 

• Gail’s presentation change that - much clearer. Good video! 

• The handout materials are excellent. It’s obvious that a great deal of preparation went into them. 

• Time line. 

• Order of events. Explanation of steps. 

• Spelling out exactly which steps we need to take next and to foresee where we are going. 

• As always the presentation was a perfect summary of tasks and observations. 

• Composite meeting - steps to ensure a successful agenda and prayerful day. 

• Facilitation Guidelines. Check lists. 

• Again, there is so much information to try to understand in only three hours. But very good to have color 
sheets. 

• This was very informative. I feel much more confident going further into this project. Thanks. 

• Detailed description/explanation of preparing Composite step by step. 

• This helped to clarify how to prepare for our composite, summary day. 

• It helped clarify the timing and steps needed to take. 

• I thought this training was excellent! It was well organized; excellent handouts. The timing of this training 
was helpful too. It really helped summarize things for me at a crucial time, as we’re heading into the 
composite summary task. I also really liked that short video - it set a good tone for this morning and our 
work on VPL. 
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• All of it. Excellent speakers. Our parish just sent out our survey, so we are somewhat behind most parishes. 
This is all very helpful. 

• For me I found all of it to be of interest and very helpful. 

• Excellent organization. Very clear presentations. Extremely helpful! Thanks! 

• Check lists and date lines. 

• The spirit of the group and eagerness with which topics were presented. 

• It was great to “hear’ that I (we) are on target. 

2. What suggestions can you offer that would make future workshops more helpful to parish leaders? 

January 25, 2003 

• I think this whole VPL has wav too much jargon that is confusing to us who are not embedded in this full 
time. The consensus here at our table is that there’s TOO much paper and it’s not very well organized - 
another confusion! 

• Minor point - please add time allotment for the steps to the materials. Also general time allotments for the 
steps and for the whole day or 2 days 

• Post Agenda on the website so people can view it ahead of time 

• More heat 

• It would be helpful to know (quickly of course) which parishes are represented at the meeting 

• Turn the heat up a little 

• Excellent presentation 

• When there are questions from the audience, repeating of question would be helpful so everyone can hear 

• Need follow up information on what Diocese will do with summaries and other data 

• Environment a bit “classroomie” 

• Clarify what parts of the process are more mandatory than others to complete 

• I feel the “process” is explained well, but the “purpose” is never really mentioned. Why are we doing this? 
Is there some problem(s) that we’re not aware of? Is the Bishop looking for information to make policy 
changes? Will we be “graded” or judged on the information we're gathering and sharing with the diocese? 
Or are we trying to get the parishioners to be more of an active “community”, involving themselves the 
other 6 23/24 of the week? 

• Emphasize the steps between where listening takes place and the summary in opening remarks - maybe a 
graphic 

• The room was cold and it seemed to effect many participants’ ability to listen 

• Having binders available for those who do not have one 

• I thought it was done very well - can’t think of suggestions 

• Incorporate Mass into opening prayer 

• If you could warm up the room (or use the other end), it would be easier to remain attentive to the 
presentations 

• More heat would have been nice 

• Keep it simple - form Vibrant Parish Life Committee from all areas of parish life so you have a “hot line” 
to parish. Create Time-Line - assessments and composite summary. The cross-over from packet to 
completing summary was at times confusing. Thanks for your prayerful assistance. 

March 23, 2003 

• Please continue to hand out copies that can be read afterward. 

• I did some networking with two parishes/reps also urban and “small” with which I was able to get a deeper 
appreciation of the challenges of the urban church that is larger than the boundaries of our parish. Urban 
churches need more opportunities to experience this sense of the needs of one another beyond the parish 
we might collaborate directly with. 

• Maybe more workshops with fewer people. There needs to be more time to share. 

• The time line is to restrictive. We have been working steadily but will not meet the guidelines. 

• A little more time to talk with the tables about relevant topics (i.e. progress, etc.) 
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• Make all more aware of the staff/finance/liturgical summaries before this process-should be more visible 
at the beginning. 

• Start with a bit more of a recap of where we have come from, what we’ve done, and where we are going. 
I sense that many (our parish included)were not prepared for the subject matter. 

• At times statements made relative to the process were confusing or not in line with the directions. Example, 
listening process 8 points seemed to be confused with ministry survey 8 points. Or we missed the point. 

• For this particular workshop: explain goal of purpose of composite summary day before discussing all the 
components. 

• More of these ways of sharing the process in the next steps. 

• I wish I would have known earlier to better help my parish become more vibrant. 

Offering cash & bonus prizes to parish leaders who attend OR requiring parish leaders to attend/extracting 
a pound of flesh from those who can’t make time. 

• Maybe allow more time for the “text rich” sections of lecture, so participants really have a chance to link 
visually with the information they are receiving. 

• Your information was very good and complete. Thank you. 

• Speakers crammed too much in such a short time frame!! Felt Rushed. 

Direct invitations to parishioners (all 3000) who have participated - Give a sense of ownership and 
belonging. 

Have workshops based on districts? To involve the Chair’s & Co-chairs you may reach a larger 
percentage. When representatives from parishes have questions, plan time to answer them. It was evident 
that answering questions was not thought about in this workshop. Workshop for communications. Every 
parish responsible for communicating catechesizing to their parish could use more help. 

• Keep having these workshops. They are very helpful. 

• More directed discussions in small group. 

• More detail on what will be covered - will help identify others that we would want to encourage to attend. 

• Offer ways/small groups for those looking for help in process..or time for Q & A in interest areas. Great 
workshop! Thanks. 

To have a little more time to discuss what other parishes have done and their suggestions for people who 
are slower. 

• Continue what you are doing. 

• Anything that breaks the “whole thing” into smaller consecutive steps is helpful. 

• Excellent presentation. 

• Less paperwork. Encourage participants to bring binders to each meeting. 

Honest discussion of the end goal - where are we going? Is parish cooperation a lead into some cases the 
first step in combining parishes? Are some parishes closing part of this process? The shortage of priests 
has not factored in any of what has been discussed? Why not? 

• More time for discussion of parishes learning points which can be helpful to others. 

• Build in more time for questions. 

• More time for questions. 

• Thanks for all you do to help us in the parishes. 

• Follow the handouts more closely. Thank you for what you are doing for us! 

• Collaboration sounds great! 

• More time for give and take between participants. 

Sometimes too much info is given and it is overwhelming. More time is needed for sharing among parishes 
and for questions and answers. 

• Right now everyone is doing a great job and very informative. 

• Keep them short and intense, like this one! 

• Can’t think of anything today. Good job, All!! 

Quit trying to shove so much in one workshop. Give us an idea of how long whole concept is going to take 
- most of us are volunteers - this is NOT our lives work! 
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_Table 4.3: Task Force Responses 

_ Vibran t Parish Life Task Force - Question 1 

To start, I would like you to try to recall your experience when we began the Vibrant Parish Life 
process in the winter of 2001. 

Whaf were your initial excitements and impressions about this process and its potential impact 
upon your parish? 

• Pastor very excited, shared vision, hope for parish growth & save school 

• Provided vision, put into words and provided process 

• To foster a Vibrant Parish Life since December 2001 instead of just survival 

• The Task Force was positive experience of church - sustaining, provided hope 

• Process and vision is great 

Really sense of excitement about the Possibilities for collaboration - able to affect ministries not available now - adult 
youth 

• Hope to get more people involved in leadership 

• Learn more about parish life. For example its history, experiences, bad feelings 

• Hoped for more individual involvement 

• “This might be something that could draw parishes together” 

• We preach we are all part of one church, but we don’t live it. This would help us live it. 

• Idea of working with other parishioners 

• Idea we could fulfdl some other parish need, for example youth ministry 

• Excitement - people realizing they needed to be culturally centered 

• Hispanics appreciated getting surveys printed in their own language 

Hopes - the possibility ot collaborating geographically. For our Hispanic parishes to look at collaborating outside of 
themselves. That’s enriching 

• Captured by the vision. Not a clergy crises - purpose was ownership by ail of the Church 

• Broader understanding of parish 

• The hope is that it will work 

• I admire the work of the task force & the process, and realize that the “trickle down" to parishioners will take longer 

• Parish Council was VPL committee with good leadership potential 

• Personal feelings - “Boldly going where no one has gone before.” 

• Revolutionary way to do church. Actual experience at parish - parish too stuck where they were to really move 
Already collaboration is going on. Hoped VPL would foster further collaboration and cluster format 

Clear sense of what was really happening in the parish. Force parish planning. Surface lay leadership. Opportunity to unite 
those on the edge of the community with those in the center. 

Very excited about the vision and possibilities of VPL. Saw it as the bishop giving us permission to shape the vision of our 
parish & diocese. Great chance to collaborate! Wonderful opportunity to deepen collaboration, strengthening what was there 
and creating something new! 

Excited to see where we are as a parish & how we can grow! Excited about working with other parishes, in our area, not 
across town but also challenging - sometimes harder to work with someone closer than with someone far away. 
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_ __ Table 4.4: Focus Group Responses 

_ Parish Focus Grou ps - Question One 

To start, I would like you to try to recall your experience when we began the Vibrant Parish Life 
process in the winter of 2001. 

Whcit were your initial excitements and impressions about this process and its potential impact 
upon your parish? 

• It is a good idea to work with neighboring parishes. 

• Excited that collaboration was such a large part of the VPL Pastoral Letter. 

• First read about it in the Plain Dealer then read the pastoral letter. Feeling overwhelmed at first. The scope, magnitude and 
implication of the letter is far reaching. 

• Glad to discover that the process outlined was bottom up, not top down. 

• Big effort. 

• Excited that the pastoral allowed for latitude in its implementation. 

• That the pastoral was grounded in spirituality. 

• Exited to branch out and work with other parishes. 

• Hoping that it would build the parish spiritually. 

• Thought that it was very innovative. 

• Encouraged parishes to work together and did not foster greater parochialism. 

• That we were going to reach out to everyone. 

• Apprehensive at first and didn’t know what to expect. 

• Scared at first and wondered what “I was getting into.” It seemed like a good way to help the parish. 

Excited. It was the first time that I was invited to do anything for the parish It would be a nice boost for the parish. 

• Felt honored to be chosen to help with this special project. 

• Apprehensive at first and wondered what it was all about. 

• Hoped this would bring parish to life. 

• Wonder and Excitement. Also humbled by being asked to participate. 

Apprehensive at first, but also honored. Very glad that I was called to serve in this way. 

• Hoped that this would expand participation in the parish. 
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Table 4.5: Focus Group Responses 


_ Parish Focus Group s - Question Two 

Looking at your entire experience of the Vibrant Parish Life process, can you recall a time when 
you felt most alive, most proud and committed, most enthusiastic about what was happening? 

Tell the story of what made this such a fulfilling moment. What was it about you and others that 
made it so? 


• During their town-hall meeting he felt very alive. He was asked by parish leaders to facilitate the meeting. He was nervous, 
but very alive at the same time. He and others felt the presence of the Holy Spirit as parishioners joined together for a 
shared meal and the meeting. At the end of the meeting he felt at peace. 

• Being commissioned among my parish family to server them in this way was a wonderfully enlivening experience. 

• Was very thrilled and proud that she was able to contribute the VPL buttons to the VPL coordinating team. 

• The town hall meeting proved to be a great success and showed that others were interested also interested in our parish. 

• The town hall meeting was the best experience for her. It was great to have so many show up and offer such positive 
sharing. 

• “It was the first time in 35 years at my parish that I know people were asked to share their opinions.” The experience 
was wonderful and positive. 

I was excited to wear my VPL button and people knew that I wanted to help make my parish more vibrant. People would 
ask me questions and I was glad that I could fill them in on what VPL is all about. 

• Attending meetings at other parishes and meeting parishioners from those parishes was very good. 1 came to realize that 
every parish large or small have problems just like we do. We do a good job at overcoming them. Having a cooperative 
pastor is wonderful. 

Town hall meeting and dinner - to hear different people’s views. It was a life giving experience for people to be able to 
speak and be listened to. 

• During the composite summary meeting there was a lot of openness and willingness to share. I believed that the meeting 
was led and guided by the Holy Spirit. 

I he personal dynamic during the composite summary meeting was very inspiring. All those who presented 
information did so with a lot of spirituality. 

People on the VPL coordinating team got the process of consensus building. It was an exciting experience to watch it 
unfold. 

rhe a PP rec *ative inquirers interviews which happened before the VPL process, the composite summary evening, and the 
spiritual openness of the VPL coordinating team were all highlights for me. 

• The pastor being on hoard at the composite summary day. 

• The process of compiling the listening processes was very powerful - to be aware of what people said, and then 
discerning what it might mean for our parish was exciting. 

• Trust among members. Being able to use my “gut” feelings. Listening to the minority voices. The visual components of 
presenting the information at the composite summary. 

The VPL steering committee was a collection of very diverse people. Some were dreamers, some where does. The process of 
formation and designing how this initiative would implemented in our parish brought these diverse people together. That was 
powerful. This diversity also allowed this initiative to have a wide impact on the entire church community. 

V PL was a process, not a program. This was a constant reminder of what we are called to do - work together. It 

worked. 

Working together to administer the survey. Super Survey Sunday - was introduced with an innovative approach to giving 
instructions through a conversation between two people and adult and a teen. She was glad to see her marketing skills 
tangible put to use in the VPL process. 

• Midway points in the process to synthesize the data was very helpful. To see, understand the overlap of the survey results 
with the AI listening process from a few years ago was veiy telling. 

• Being able to work through difficult dynamics between members. 

• Confab meeting was very exciting. 
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Table 4.6: Task Force Responses 

_ Vibrant Parish Life Task Force - Que stion Three 

Communion is the first conviction of Bishop Pilla's Pastoral Letter. “ Communio” happens by 
"living the truth in love...growing in every way into Christ...building up the body up in 
love." We give witness to Communion in a process that is itself vibrant, one that 
encourages the faith life of our people and ministers. As your parish went through the 
steps of Education, Ritual and Self Study, recall 1 or 2 times when you truly felt a deeper 
sense of communion with and among people. 

What did people say or do that inspired a sense of parishioners "growing in communion" with 
each other? 


• People made this their own. 

• Pastoral Council was the VPL coordinating team committee; real bonding took place, gifts were affirmed. 

Communion was experienced. The first was at Coffee and doughnuts town hall meeting. At the meeting there was a real 
sense of commitment to parish and affirmation of parish leadership. The second was the composite summary process 
-such dedication and care of team to reflect what the parish was saying. The parish has experienced the positive effects of 
having fostered greater community among its members. 

The Town Hall experience very positive - all who spoke were listened to and respected in a non-judgmental spirit. Youth 
present felt listened to. Excitement at the end of the process to see how tools used to gather information came together on 
Composite Summary and reflected the parish's self-perspective. 

At Composite Summary Day I realized that we had a lot of involvement and the people did surveys, went out and 
interviewed, took time and played a role in the process so there was a larger understanding and sense of people coming 
together to carry it out. 

Vibrancy & life felt at appreciative inquiry time with the group. Also the four listening sessions offered giving people 
opportunity to speak and be listened to. 

People realized they had a deeper sense of communion among themselves. 

Feast of Corpus Christi - Body of Christ. A new dream & a new vision. 

Great care, sensitivity & generosity that the TASK FORCE took to assist parishes at their own speed. 

The parish came together at the Town Hall meeting. Also at the Confab itself - up til then parishes were doing their own 
"VPL thing". At Confab we came together to do "our thing" together. 

People working together to do something simple, yet so complex - and the sense of accomplishment that went with 
succeeding which caused people to talk & share. From the huge volume of survey responses, the realization that so many 
people cared enough to participate in something that concerned them. A real sense that the survey really captured the 
people's voice. 

At the Diocesan level - Lay leaders attending workshops felt needed - Sense of Body of Christ coming together - people felt 
a sense of hope inviting them to share their journey. 

VPL Team - growth in confidence & communication. Excitement over the opportunity to bless their community at Corpus 
Christi. Eucharistic bread was made from grain. Good numbers at town hall - good communion in their conversations. 

Great response - excited to be heard during self-study. 

Composite Summary Day was great example of how together people were. Reminder of how strong they really are even 
though faced with weakened leadership. 

A Lenten fish Fry to communicate what we heard in our self-study. This was new for the parish. It was pot luck. It was a 
great experience. A moment in which people came together to share with each other. Interest in what people said in survey - 
really listened to each, happiness of coming together. Second time was doing the Composite Summary Day. All at the table 
working together recognizing gifts and challenges, how to name and express it. Both were wonderful experiences. 

Willingness of people to work together, to be honest, and to share together. 

Process itself of looking at it and doing it together as a people. Listening to the reports and all the areas of our parish & 
knowing it was our parish that we were talking about. High turnout and participation It is a positive experience which built 
positive attitude and trust. 

Our parish believes that we are the Body of Christ - we have to live as the Body of Christ, pray as the Body of Christ, treat 
each other as the Body of Christ. It is one of our charisms and the responsibility of each member to participate. 

The Pastoral Council came together for Composite Summary - first experience of really coming together, seeing the big 
picture, seeing reality. That was a good experience for us. They were open and honest. We do have a lot of serious problems 

---I 
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Table 4.7: Focus Group Responses 


_ Parish Focus Gro ups - Question Three 

Communion is the first conviction of Bishop Pilla’s Pastoral Letter. “ Communio ” happens by 
"living the truth in love...growing in every way into Christ...building up the body up in 
love." We give witness to Communion in a process that is itself vibrant, one that encourages 
the faith life of our people and ministers. As your parish went through the steps of 
Education, Ritual and Self Study, recall 1 or 2 times when you truly felt a deeper sense of 
communion with and among people. 

What did people say or do that inspired a sense ofparishioners "growing in communion" with 
each other? 


• Communication to the parish. When people she talked to in the parish could express simply and briefly what VPL is - 
she felt a sense of communion. She had her work, she saw the fruits of it, which helped others to understand and grow in 
communion. 

• Part of the outgrowth of the VPL process was to become a parish that was more welcoming. He became involved in this 
ministry and discovered that people were touched that they (new parishioners) were important enough to be welcomed. 
He felt that this fostered communion in his parish. 

Parish understanding what VPL was all about. The VPL committee was together for nine months and grew together as a 
faith community which fostered communion. His parish commissioned the entire parish to be a part of the VPL process. 
“As committee members reached out to the parish in many and varied ways, communion was found.” 

• Despite the varying gifts present among the participants in our VPL steering committee communion was discovered when 
differing gifts were appreciated. 

• Parish community began to understand and appreciate that “all of us” doesn’t just mean my own parish, but a 
responsibility to “all of us” regardless to which ever parish we might belong. 

I he self-study process which allowed parish self-reflection was vital before reaching out to another. One needs to 
“know oneself’ first before healthy relationships can be fostered with others. 

• Vibrancy happens by being in communion with one another. 

• People seemed to listen. People have their own ideas when coming to church, etc. but still people listened. Though listening 
people would consider other options. People were listened to, no one was put down or made feel “stupid” w hich created 
an experience of community and communion. The listen process helped her to grow. 

• As the listen processes where summarized she felt more “in-tune” with the whole parish. What is important to the 
individual is important to the whole. 

• As the coordinating team was preparing for composite summary retreat day, people were asked to make presentations of the 
assessment results. People were invited to step out of the comfort zone. As the preparation unfolded there was growth 
among individuals and then growth among the group. 

The faith formation dimension of the team meetings helped the group jell. Hard to determine the cause - the spirit, faith 
sharing were all components. The group took responsibility for themselves. Along the way, they discovered we are one 
church with many parishes. 

• Having things in common helps bring about communion. The VPL process helped to bring people into a common 
experience and then bring about communion. He is very proud of the work that they accomplished and feels a close bond 
with his co-workers. The process of summarizing information help with the experience of communion. 

• The formation we received when the process began, the ritual of wheat, bread making, and eating brought the group together. 
The team was very close. 

• The VPL coordinating team reached out to the parishioners to invite them to the town hall meeting. 1 myself got closer to the 
parishioners that I have not seen in many years. The town hall meeting made it so. 

• At the town hall meeting I was able to exchange ideas with six to seven people at my table. I came to realize that we all 
wanted the same goals for our parish. After some reflection, we realized that we liked where we were headed. 

• The town hall meeting was a highlight of communion, people coming together Also gatherings with other VPL 
coordinating teams were very good experiences. 

• The town hall meeting brought people together from different masses times. Bringing people together this way was a 
source of communion. It also allowed me to recognize people who I had met at the town hall meeting in or around the parish. 
I began to know more about what was going on in peoples lives - in a good way - and that was also a source of 
communion I felt that 1 could be more encouraging to people to get involved in our parish. 
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__ Table 4.8: Ta sk Force Responses 

_ Vibrant Parish Life Task Force - Question Four 

Discernment is a gift given to the Church so that God's will might be discovered in the midst of 
concrete, daily reality. It is a process of prayer and reflection that helps us to be aware of not 
only what we should be doing, but also of what God wants us to be doing. The Holy Spirit leads 
us to see in new ways and to find new opportunities for living the mission of Jesus in our times. 
Discernment is the best way for us to foster growing in communion with Christ. 

Looking back at your own experience ofVPL, particularly in the parish, recall a time when you 
observed the powerful gift of discernment. What were the signs and qualities of discernment at 
work in people's lives? 


• Beginning to see we had more in common as they shared history with another parish. 

• In speaking to different parish groups about VPL, sense a great interest in VPL process and the well-being of the parish. 
Signs & Qualities: frequent questions, care and concern of the parish VPL teams in selecting areas of collaboration vibrancy 
and challenge. 

VPL Team discerned carefully which break out sessions at the Confab would be most critical to attend and to which we could 
best contribute. Very carefully discerned. A sign of realizing their abilities and limitations for the benefit of the parish. 
When we were doing Composite Summary Day a large group of people seemed to feel the same way, we saw that as the work 
of the Holy Spirit. We set aside our agendas and asked: “What is the wisdom of the people telling us?” - Census Fidelus 
As a leader, I felt 1 could put aside what I might think and join in with the group. 

There was excitement in the group - liked the prayerfulness. Consensus building was eagerly accepted. 

The leadership in the parish is excellent at being with their people in the community and as they met people who were 
Hispanic they came to the Hispanic Office and searched for help. To see this leadership group be aware of what's happening 
around them, seek people out and then search for ways to help address their needs has been inspiring. (Connecting people) 

At work in the committee - Staying at the Table. Blending of opposite & strong opinions. Not holding to “my” agendas 
Dealing with politics. When you cling to the vision, it helped to work through things. Realization that the Holy Spirit did get a 
few ideas in “edgewise.” 

In some cases, it's in the hindsight that we see the discernment work. Discernment will need to continue in the parishes as 
they continue their ordinary life, facing crises and transitions (leaves of absence, death, illness, retirements). Schools and 
outreach will continue to need discernment. 

• The video most impressive. Used at homily time. People enthralled. People very attentive. 

During the process of analyzing the surveys, people seemed to really be focusing on big picture stuff; and this was so much 
more helpful than just focusing on individual issues; but the group was clearly able to see the common threads. 

Composite Summary Meeting: Were willing to discern. Were open. Found new ministries new to themselves. The was lots of 
energy and the group enjoyed doing it. We all needed to have respect for each other. 

Started with position on the VPL team. Signs: confidence, strength of prayer. To see themselves as a part of a greater whole, 
"Akron area" greater connection of belonging. Discerning - we need to do something for survival. 

The Pastoral Council becoming more pastoral in their business. More prayerful - more open to the Holy Spirit. Possible 
move to small Christian Communities to better serve needs on the back burner; to make other connections to Diocese. Excited 
about Confab breakouts and being able to share what they have with others. 

• One of the most critical moments was doing VPL together instead of as 2 separate parishes. Deciding to be collaborative was 
discerning moment because it was responding to what VPL was/is all about. Co-Chairs and coordinating them - because they 
were not the most likely before the meeting but were the right choice because they embodied what VPL was all about. 
Composite Summary Day - putting together the 5 areas of vibrancy, collaboration and challenges. One quality was a sense of 
rightness that existed within the whole group as the decision was made. Accompanying that was sense of peace, energy and 
hope. 

During one gathering, in the midst of all the flip charts being posted all over the room, a unique energy came over the entire 
group which united us and focused us. I know people left that meeting happy and energized. 
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_ Table 4.9: Focus Group Responses 

__ Parish Focus Gr oups - Question Four 

Discernment is a gift given to the Church so that God's will might be discovered in the midst of 
concrete, daily reality. It is a process of prayer and reflection that helps us to be aware of not 
only what we should be doing, but also of what God wants us to be doing. The Holy Spirit leads 
us to see in new ways and to find new opportunities for living the mission of Jesus in our times. 
Discernment is the best way for us to foster growing in communion with Christ. 

Looking back at your own experience of VPL, particularly in the parish, recall a time when you 
observed the powerful gift of discernment. What were the signs and qualities of discernment at 
work in people's lives? 

• I saw discernment happen during our composite summary day. It was a day of great debate. Through discussion I saw God’s will being 
done through that experience. The information in the self-study was a sounding board to the group. What made it work so well? The people 
who participated needed to be prayerful, be open, setting aside their own pre-conceptions - willing to see God’s will for our parish We 
needed to trust each other. The group was familiar with each other. Debate and constant dialogue is essential to good discernment 

• During all of the meetings to summarize information and the composite summary day. We all came together for a common purpose - to 

improve and strengthen our parish. We were able to discuss, honor each others opinions, compromise and come up with our °oals We were 
open to listen and hear what others had to say. 6 

• The formation of the VPL process has awakened the parishioners to what is needed in our church. The town hall showed they were 

interested. 1 

VPL allowed people to open up in our parish. A dialogue happened between committee and the parish. 

During the composite summary day we were able to listen to one another and not scream, yell. laugh about their answers and ideas We were able 
to unify and come to workable solutions. 

Composite summary day - prayer - relying on the Holy Spirit - people were very passionate about things, but all was “performed in a spirit 
of love and respect”. K 

In our meetings being open to a spirit of oneness which is important to our parish, not just being a group of individuals. 

In Presenting her information at the composite summary day, she was nervous. Despite that she knew that “we are doing what Jesus want us to 
do. She felt good about that. 

Discernment was Present in the listening processes, Al and survey. Had a greater understanding of the needs of the parish - what was important. 
Kept asking himself- “what God wanted me to know.” Think with an open heart - what was vibrant, what needed improvement, 
round discernment present when VPL coordinating team prepared for the composite summary evening. Who should do which part Really felt 
that participants were “led to do a particular job.” and that “God brought the right people together.” 

Discernment occurred when a single voice could be heard from several listening process. The coming together of many voices heard in 
(line rent ways and times - came together into one voice. That voice was listened to. 

Doing AI process - prayed - 100 people gathered for interviews. People interviewed people they did not know. The person she interviewed she 
still talks to - has a relationship with - that she would never have had otherwise. She believed that God was a part of that. 

The process of working with commissions and ministry heads to evaluate their ministry areas. The “speed, quality and outcome was a sign of 
discernment. Everyone took the time to be in-touch with one another and God. The Holy Spirit was working very strongly 
Die many times we came together in a prayerful way to discern findings. Things came to light that were not seen before. It wasn’t like a 
report-card . We saw things with different eyes. 

1 he movement of folks who were very task oriented in their group over time became more comfortable with discernment. A quality of discernment 
that she recognize in hind sight is: “willingness and openness to change.” 

During the composite summary meeting. Openness to discussing questions - having time for prayer - quiet and then establishing priorities - 
all those different people - all coming to the same conclusions - the work of the Spirit - discernment. 

After their districts confab - but before Christmas - VPL coordinating team reports to parish their first meetings with other parishes The whole 
process worked and was at work. The sharing of all those at the confab was very profound. 
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_ Table 4.10: Task Force Responses 

_ Vibrant Parish Life Task Forc e - Question Five 

Consensus, Collaboration and Communion lead us to a "common" understanding of our areas of 
vibrancy - what is life-giving in our parish. They move us to see how the life and ministry which 
we cherish can be deepened and enhanced. This common understanding leads to "unity" - a 
cohesive effort among parish people and leaders that empowers the movement forward into 
growth and change. 

Describe an event or experience in the VPL process that inspired you with the sense that something 
truly "unifying" was bringing people together in the parish. What did people say or do that 
brought forth this spirit of unity? 

Parish meeting setting the composite. Consensus came very quickly. They were prepared and open to the written self-study 
provided. No one had personal agenda. All seemed to have the parish at heart. See big picture - was excellent. Pastoral 
Council worked with the VPL group that day. Everyone came together. 

T he whole VPL experience itself led to affirmation that what is happening in the parish is positive, is what the people expect 
and appreciate. 

Offered parish a stewardship contract - accepted limitations and responsibilities with regard to financial responsibilities. 
Time-Talent-Treasure concept led to commitment - work with partner parish to keep parish viable - also did and accepted 
responsibility for our own future. Has led to re-vitalization of some groups and ministries. Better attendance at Mass and 
parish functions. 

• When doing self-study, we had little teams visiting parish organizations with assessments. What impressed me from results 
was that people were very happy. In some parishes what we staff do would not be accepted, but here it is accepted. 

• 1 ime of discernment - acted and felt like a community. 

In the VPL process the parish was aware of the neighborhood becoming more Hisipanic. The existing Czech community has 
been receptive and open to their new Hispanic neighbors. They’ve put on meals, the women like to cook, and the pastor 
encourages them 
to bring their new neighbors in. 

Dinner and prayer at Rappe Center with Bishop Pilla, I felt like the group came together. Task Force Meeting - sharing of 
Confab materials between districts. This was a great help, and a very unifying experience for all. 

Unifying experience came in the Confab Planning Team’s willingness to help with all the details. Also occurred in our parish 
staff by the rest of them allowing me to carry the VPL ball. Recognizing and accepting the “grace” of the individual gifts 
(and interests & ministries) coming together, each in their own time. 

• School merger working for now. School is a unifying factor. 

During preparing of Composite Summary, in trying to help the facilitator understand issues, the whole group came together 
to voice consensus about major issues...where the facilitator was hearing one thing, they (the committee) worked to clarify 
what they really meant, even when it wasn’t exactly what the facilitator thought he were hearing. This was a surprising level of 
consensus for a group that really shouldn’t have had consensus. 

Rite on the feast of Coipus Christi - Use of grain as a symbol - So many parishes did this, good w ill among people - support 
of leadership. 
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_ Table 4.11: Foc us Group Responses 

_ Parish Focus Group s - Question Five 

Consensus, Collaboration and Communion lead us to a "common" understanding of our areas of 
vibrancy - what is life-giving in our parish. They move us to see how the life and ministry which 
we cherish can be deepened and enhanced. This common understanding leads to "unity" - a 
cohesive effort among parish people and leaders that empowers the movement forward into 
growth and change. 

Describe an event or experience in the VPLprocess that inspired you with the sense that something 
truly "unifying" was bringing people together in the parish. What did people say or do that 
brought forth this spirit of unity? 


During the self-study process, there was a lot of debate and conversation among members. Working through the issues and 
coming to a consensual agreement was very unifying. 

During ministry assessment discussions, barriers of pride and possessiveness broke down. Members said, “we could do 
things better”, or “we could use help”. Community was experienced when the barriers broke down; ideas flowed from 
humility. 

Greater unity fostered among members when the reasons “why” were discussed - not just the “what”. For example, 
implementing GIRM was better accepted because of the process fostered by VPL. 

• Sense of unity when people felt called and part of the process. Ideas integrated from VPL led to growing ministry in other 

areas of parish life. 1 

• Unity best fostered when the assessments are done in a non-judgmental way, which creates energy around consensus. 
Discernment about what is vibrant leading to composite summary and experience of Confab by parish leadens as fruit of all 
this work was very unifying. 

• While discerning common areas from listening processes, participants came up with same responses and a clear picture 
of the areas of vibrancy; consensus was easily reached. 

• Things discussed during composite summary day were always linked with items from parish listening, so that the voice always 
represented the parish community. Dialog between the parishioners and the leaders very unifying. 

In the preparation meeting before the composite summary while deciding on which members would make presentations, there 
was a real experience of open minds and hearts. There was a lot of trust in the Spirit and in each other. This experience 
was very unifying. 

• Parish Pastoral Council writing a new mission statement that reflected outcomes of the VPL Composite Summary. 

• The desire to share faith among members was challenging at times but the process brought people together. 

An experience of unity happened when we considered what everyone said in our listening sessions. 

Our parish lent a hand to our neighboring parish in implementing their parish survey. It was a very unifying experience 
between our two VPL coordinating teams. At the end we discovered that we had a lot in common. 

• The more people who became aware of parish needs, the more people are willing to help. Communion was fostered in 
this way. 

The self-study process itself brought together unity. It is important that the parish itself did its own self-study. 

Parishioners saw that we really are "one” parish. Unity was also fostered when we brought together the results of our 
two listening processes. They both revealed similar findings. When we had our composite day, each table surfaced the same 
concerns for the parish Again this was very unifying. Consensus in these instances were easily reached. 
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_ Table 4.12: Paris h Focus Group Responses 

_ Parish Focus Gro ups - Question Six 

A Further Hope 

Looking to the future, ifyou could imagine or transform your parish to enhance the experience of 
"communion" in a wonderful way, what would you do? 

• Stronger understanding of stewardship 

• More willingness to share time, talent and treasure 

• Commitment is key - anything that we could do to foster greater commitment would be a help. 

• Helping parish community to take responsibility for their parish 

• People individually getting to know one another - even if it is just one unique thing. This happened at the town hall meetings 
and it helped to bring the parish together. 

• Not judging one another. 

Continue to foster ways that we could work together as one church - not just each parish doing “their own thing.” We share 
ideas, service, education with the idea of growing in Christ’s love together. 

• We need to discover creative ways to get people together so that “communion” can be sparked. 

• More parish activities that bring together people of all different age groups. 

• To constantly remember we are one church with many parishes. Our one goal is reached as we strive to heaven. 

Better understanding and acceptance of one another, for example, worship styles, spirituality etc. 

• If we could worship all at one mass. 

• That the VPL initiative continues to evolve in fostering greater communion 

Openness to look for additional ways for collaboration. Forming fostering the notion that we are on church with many 
parishes. 

• Encourage people to be open to growth and new possibilities. The need for more people to participate. 

• Parish leaders and parishioners alike supporting the VPL outcomes 

• Greater faith sharing among parish so that each person knows how beautiful Jesus is. 

That we could continue to make visible the collaboration visible between groups in our parish community. Help from the 
diocese to keep the energy up. 

• Fostering a greater sense of spirituality - “called and committed.” People could think and pray about their gifts 

• Keep thinking of ways that we can work together with other parishes. Our choral festival is a good example. Music brings 
people together. 

• Ask more people for help. 

V PL is a j ourney not a destination. It does not end. We need to do anything we can to keep the initative alive and going. 
Discover ways that people treat others like they would treat someone invited to their home. We need to get to know people 
better. Communion works best when people sense that this is their faith community. 
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II, the Parish Pastoral Council is responsible for using the information and analysis of 
Stage I in crafting a vision for the parish. In Stage III, the vision is handed to those in 
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steps toward that plan. An annual review of progress occurs. 
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implementing the Vibrant Parish Life initiative. Though not published formally, they 
can be referenced online or by contacting the Diocesan Pastoral Planning Office at 
216-696-6525, ext. 3780. 

Cooperrider, David L. and Peter F. Sorensen. Appreciative Inquiry: Rethinking Human 
Organization Toward A Positive Theory Of Change. Champaign, IL: Stripes 
Publishing LLC, 2000. 
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This book is foundation to understanding the theory and use of Appreciative 
Inquiry. Since AI was such a large part of the VPL initiative and one of the 
methodologies chosen as an assessment model, this book was very useful. This book 
is more difficult to read but well worth the effort. 

Covey, Stephen R. The Seven Habits of Highly Effective People: Powerful Lessons in 
Personal Change. New York, NY: Fireside, 1990. 

Principle-centered leadership is one of the components of this thesis. Covey’s 
seven habits offer a framework for investigation of the impact of leadership on the 
practice of discernment, fostering communion in and among parishes. It also serves as 
a guide for the pastoral reflections offered at the end of this paper. 

DeLambo, David and Richard Krivanka. “The Best Thing About My Parish,” Today’s 
Parish. Mystic, CT: Twenty-Third Publications. (September, 2002): 14-17. 

This a short article that describes the use of Appreciative Inquiry in a local parish 
setting. The article is very easy to read and would be helpful to anyone needing a 
brief and practical introduction to AI in a parish setting. 

Dulles, Avery. Models of the Church: Expanded Edition. New York, NY: 

Doubleday, 1974. 

Dulles’ classic work on the models of the church was useful in my research on the 
nature of communion. The chapter sited in this paper is titled “Church as 
Communion”, which is a new model of church in the expanded edition. Dulles can be 
difficult to read, but deserves attention when presenting a brief overview of the nature 
and model of church. 

Famham, Suzanne G., Stephanie A. Hull, and R.Taylor McLean. Grounded in God: 
Listening Hearts Discernment for Group Deliberations. Harrisburg, PA: Morehouse 
Publishing, 1999. 

This book was extremely helpful in applying the practice of individual 
discernment for use in groups. Farnham’s book gives clear examples regarding both 
the process of discernment, as well as the content of a discernment meeting. If one is 
employing the practice of discernment with a group, this book is invaluable. 

Flannery, Austin, ed. Vatican Council II: Constitutions, Decrees, Declarations. 

Northport, NY: Costello Publishing Company, 1996. 

This book compiles all the documents directly resulting from the Second Vatican 
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Council. 


Forster, Patricia M. and Thomas P. Sweetser. Transforming the Parish: Models for the 
Future. Franklin, WI: Sheed & Ward, 1993. 

This book was reprinted in a second edition in 1999. It discusses many of the 
demands placed on parishes today. The authors recognize that the key to 
transformation is vision, and present models on how one might re-imagine models of 
the church for the future. There are no citations from this book used in the 
researcher s paper. The bibliography in the book was helpful to the writer of this 
paper. 


Gallup Organization. Congregational Engagement and Spiritual Engagement - Twenty 
Five. The Gallup Organization, 2002. 

Gallup has recently published congregational engagement materials based on their 
recent research, which is a fresh approach on existing stewardship programs. The gift 
assessment and the accompanying materials are engaging, and offer a different 
perspective on parish vibrancy based in parishioners’ strengths and gifts. There is no 
direct citation in this paper, but the researcher found the book helpful in expanding 
ideas of parish vibrancy and engagement. This assessment tool is put into practical 
application through Winseman’s Living Your Strengths book (see below). 

Gilbert, Larry. TEAM Ministry. Lynchburg, VA: Church Growth Institute, 1990. 

Larry Gilbert is President of Church Growth Institute in Lynchburg, Virginia, an 
organization dedicated to promoting Church growth and lay involvement. His 
research centers around the relationship of spiritual gifts to Church growth and lay 
involvement. The result is a scholarly, yet practical approach to enlisting, training, 
and involving gifted laypersons in the ministry of the Church. Though not directly 
quoted in this paper, it provides a helpful backdrop to the VPL initiative. 

Green, Thomas H. Weeds Among the Wheat. Notre Dame, IN: Ave Maria Press, 1984. 

Discernment, where prayer and action meet, is the focus of Thomas Green’s book. 
This book was more difficult to read, but was helpful as support to other historical 
sources of discernment. 


Hall, Brian P. and Benjamin Tonna. God’s Plans for Us: A Practical Strategy for 
Communal Discernment of Spirits. Ramsey, NJ: Paulist Press, 1980. 


This resource grew out of Brian Hall and Benjamin Tonna’s pastoral reflection 
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and pastoral planning that were part of their post-graduate studies. It offers a very 
practical guide to the use of discernment with communities of faith. 

Hammond, Sue Annis. The Thin Book of Appreciative Inquiry. Plano, TX: 

Thin Book Publishing Co., 1996. 

This is a great introduction to the exciting “change management” philosophy of 
Appreciative Inquiry. The book contains the basics of Appreciative Inquiry in a 
concise, clear manner. She includes many diagrams and side bars so that the reader 
has a visual picture of the process. She also provides many illustrations of AI 
questions, which are helpful to the reader. 

Hammond, Sue Annis and Cathy Royal, Lessons from the Field: Applying 
Appreciative Inquiry. Plano, TX: Thin Book Publishing Co., 2001. 


This book also introduces Appreciative Inquiry, then presents several case studies 
that serve as examples of the practice of AI. It concludes with a discussion on the 
theory of AI, including application of AI to organizational renewal. AI is the study 
methodology employed to evaluate this project, and this book provides an essential 
foundation. 

Harms, William C. Who Are We and Where Are We Going?: A Guide for Parish 
Planning. New York: William H. Sadlier, Inc., 1981. 

This manual in pastoral planning walks the user through a 9-step process: 

1) Commitment to Planning 

2) The Mission of the Parish 

3) Data Gathering 

4) Assumptions and Analysis 

5) Goal Setting 

6) Specification of Objectives 

7) Program Development 

8) Implementation 

9) Evaluation and Recycling 

The steps are very clear and accessible to a parish community. 

Henderson, Paul K., Emily A. Davis, and Margie Kilty, eds. A Book of Readings on the 
Eucharist. Washington, DC: United States Catholic Conference, Inc., 2000. 

This book is a collection of reflections that was published upon the celebration of 
the Great Jubilee of the Year 2000. The book was helpful because the reflections on 
Eucharist offer a practical, modem understanding of the church’s theology of 
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Eucharist and Communion. The book is published by the National Conference of 
Catholic Bishops, Subcommittee on the Third Millennium. 


Herrington, Jim, Mike Bonem, and James H. Furr. Leading Congregational Change: A 
Practical Guide for the Transformational Journey. San Francisco, CA: Jossev-Bass 
2000 . 

This book is one of the texts used in the Doctor of Ministry class on leadership. It 
offers a method and process of leading a congregation through change. The book 
provides an interfaith perspective, and is helpful in understanding the complexity of 
change leadership. 

Howes, Robert G. Bridges: Toward the Inter-Parish Regional Community. Deaneries, 
Clusters, Plural Parishes. Collegeville, MN: Liturgical Press, 1998. 

This book is an exploration of various dioceses throughout the country as they 
plan and implement different models of parish ministry and structure. Howes offers 
observations and critique as he looks at the experiences of other dioceses. 

_ ^Parish Planning: A Practical Guide to Shared Responsibility. Collegeville, 

MN: Liturgical Press, 1994. 

This book has to do with pastoral planning. The author insists that parish pastoral 
planning has to involve as many people as possible. The “quantity imperative” forms 
an ever “Wider We”. He also says that parish goals and objectives need to be clearly 
stated and evaluated. Without this “wider we” and clear goals and objectives, 
pastoral planning is doomed to fail. 

He uses catch phrases such as “Insight to Impact” and the “Reckon Road”, which 
is an acronym for Rediscovery, Engagement, Commitment, Keep ON. Using this 
process, the parish is taken from dreaming through planning and development of a 
mission statement, to enacting the plan and periodically evaluating progress. 

This book also contains many, charts, graphs, tables, etc. that are helpful for 
planning. 

Johnson, Spenser. If ho Moved My Cheese?. London: Random House, 1998. 

This collection of multi-media resources offers a light-hearted approach to the 
difficult reality of change. It provides some very clear and easily remembered 
principles of change. 

_• Who Moved My Cheese? The Cheese Experience. PowerPoint slide 

presentation, 1999. Available from the author at www.WhoMovedMyCheese.com. 
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_• Moved My Cheese? The Cheese Experience - Presenter ‘s Handbook. 

1999. Available from the author at www.WhoMovedMyCheese.com. 


Morris, Danny E. and Charles M. Olsen. Discerning God’s Will Together: A Spiritual 
Practice for the Church. Nashville, TN: Upper Room Publishing, 1997. 

A very concise survey of the tradition of discernment in the church, spanning 
biblical times to the present. The basis of their book was used in developing the 
theoretical section on discernment. 

Mueller, Joan. Faithful Listening: Discernment In Everyday Life. Kansas City, MO: 

Sheed & Ward, 1996. 

This book is helpful for bringing the notion of prayer, reflection, and discernment 
into daily life. It is a good tool to introduce discernment into the process of parish 
self-study. The book outlines ten characteristics of discernment that are congruous 
with the Ten-Step Discernment Listening Guides (see Figure 2.4) presented by 
Famham’s Grounded in God book noted above. 

Paddock, Susan Star. Appreciative Inquiry in the Catholic Church. Plano, TX: Thin Book 
Publishing Co., 2003. 

Paddock explains that Appreciative Inquiry is a new way of looking at the world 
that turns problem-solving upside-down by looking within our heart-felt memories for 
the undiscovered solutions that already exist. She shares the stories of Catholic Relief 
Service, the Diocese of Cleveland, the Catholic Health Association of Canada, four 
different religious communities, Catholic schools and parishes, and many others. 

This quick-read is rich with how-to information from those who use Appreciative 
Inquiry for strategic planning, relationship building, transition, community 
development, and for spiritual renewal. The compatibility between Appreciative 
Inquiry and Catholic theology is well documented by comparing it with Catholic 
Social Teaching, an encyclical of Pope Paul VI on dialogue, biblical references, and 
Vatican II. 

Pilla, Anthony M. Vibrant Parish Life. Diocese of Cleveland, 2001. 

This document is a Diocesan pastoral promulgated by the Most Reverend 
Anthony M. Pilla, Bishop of Cleveland. It serves as the basis of the Vibrant Parish 
Life planning initiative. 

Ratzinger, Joseph Cardinal. Called to Communion: Understanding the Church Today. 

San Francisco, CA: Ignatius Press, 1996. 
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Ratzinger offers reflections on communion, from the vantage point of the church 
and her hierarchy. He is currently in charge of the Curio Office, responsible for the 
discipline of the sacraments. He speaks of communion in understandable analogies of 
gathering, and the intimate relationship between Christ and the church. 

Smithsonian Video. From Information to Wisdom?. A co-production of WETA, 

Washington, DC, and the Smithsonian Institution. 58 min. UNAPIX Entertainment, 
Inc., 1996. Videocassette. 

This video attempts to assist the viewer in appreciating that wisdom is more than 
a collection of information. Though produced in 1996, it is set in the beginning of the 
“information age” (punch cards and green computer screens). It challenges the viewer 
to ask, “though we are in the information age, are we really more wise?” While the 
video makes insightful points, it is not captivating. 


Sofield, Loughlan and Carroll Juliano. Collaboration, Uniting Our Gifts in Ministry. 
Notre Dame, IN: Ave Maria Press, 2000. 

This book investigates collaboration and how one might move to form great 
collaboration between others and groups of people. They use these 4 convictions in 
moving us through our investigation of collaboration: 

1) The church founded by Jesus Christ is a church of and on a mission. It is an 
apostolic church; an evangelizing church. 

2) The greater the collaboration, the greater the growth of this apostolic church. 

3) Failure to develop a more collaborative approach to ministry condemns the 
church to mere survival. A non-collaborative church is a church of 
maintenance rather than a church of mission. 

4) Collaborative ministry is messy, sometimes difficult, and at times, painful. 

_• Collaborative Ministry: Skills and Guidelines. Notre Dame, IN: Ave Maria 

Press, 1987. 


The first work of authors Sofield and Juliano in developing a collaborative style 
of ministry, this book is a precursor to the above work. 

United States Catholic Conference of Bishops. Called & Gifted for the Third Millennium. 
Washington, DC: United States Catholic Conference, Inc., 1995. 

This is produced as a pamphlet, and is in its second edition. It attempts to 
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articulate the role and call of the laity in the church. This pamphlet was included to 
round out the importance of the laity in the church’s planning. It is a useful tool in our 
parish’s sacramental formation program. 

_• Rite of Baptism for Children. Washington, DC: United States Catholic 

Conference, Inc., 1970. 

Contains both the ritual text for baptism and its underlying theology. 

_• Rite of Christian Initiation of Adults. New York, NY: Catholic Book 

Publishing Co., 1988. 

Contains both the ritual text for RCIA and its underlying theology. 

_• The Parish: A People, A Mission, A Structure. Washington, DC: Origins 

10:641, 1981. 

This reflection by the National Conference of Catholic Bishops describes the 
parish as a people, a mission, and a structure. It is an expression of the Second 
Vatican Council’s Lumen Gentium, but also includes 15 years of lived experience. It 
is a pivotal document in enlivening the vision of Vatican II for the Church in the 
dioceses of the United States. 

Watkins, Jane Magruder and Bernard Mohr. Appreciative Inquiry: Change At The Speed 
Of Imagination. San Francisco, CA: Jossey-Bass, 2001. 

This book recognizes that human systems are organic, and changing them requires 
tapping the human imagination. It introduces AI as a process based on the positive 
core of organizations, rather than the traditional focus on deficit-based change. Once 
an organization has determined what is really working, transformations never thought 
possible are rapidly and democratically mobilized. 

The writers address the shifting paradigm in which we work, and the role AI can 
play in enabling organizations to embrace the new paradigm. With case studies from 
many organizations, they illustrate the emerging applications of AI in a wide range of 
environments. 

Wheatley, Margaret J. Turning To One Another: Simple Conversations to Restore Hope 
to the Future. San Francisco, CA: Berrett-Koehler Publishers, Inc., 2002. 

Margaret Wheatley believes that we can change the world if we start listening to 
one another again. Simple, honest, human conversation. Not mediation, negotiation, 
problem-solving, debate, or public meetings. Simple, truthful conversation where we 
each have a chance to speak, we each feel heard, and we each listen well. This is how 
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great changes begin, when people being talking to each other about their experiences, 
hopes and fears. 

She wrote this book to encourage and support others to begin conversations about 
things that are important. She invites the reader to be attentive, to notice what is 
going on, to clarify one’s thoughts and experience, and to begin speaking with those 
in one’s company. The book’s three chapters invite the reader to reflection. 

Winseman, Albert L., Donald O. Clifton, and Curt Liesveld. Living Your Strengths. 
Princeton, NJ: The Gallup Organization, 2003. 

This book is used in conjunction with the Gallup Organization’s Spiritual 
Engagement 25 assessment tool, described above. The book forwards the 
understanding that we need to first discover peoples’ gifts before we can use those 
gifts for the greater good. For example, one wouldn’t ask a rabbit to swim, nor a fish 
to run. It makes most sense to ask them to use their God-given talents, or to live their 
strengths. 



